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%) ABSTRACT &R

The music critic is usually portrayed as a lone wolf in the musical world — an
independent and mysterious figure slipping silently in and out of concerts, and
pronouncing judgement from afar. However, her work cannot occur in isolation, and the
interactions of the critic with her publication, her readers, and her subjects create a
network of relationships, each with their own dynamic effect on the critic and her writing.
These relationships function as an exchange of capital, as described in Bourdieu’s Field
of Cultural Production. The publication is lent capital by having skilled writers, and the
critic is given a powerful position from which to reach her readers. The readers,
functioning as an imagined community built around a common subject interest, grant the
critic capital, and therefore authority, by being influenced by her work.

The two imagined musical communities discussed here — classical and world
music —share a position as marginalized musical genres. Their places within western
culture could be portrayed as opposites, as classical music maintains a privileged position
as a cultural achievement for the west, and world music is both a relatively young genre,
and one that is separated and Othered simply from its label as a homogenizing and
encompassing genre category. Within each of these genres, the critic is faced with
different challenges — navigating the social issues which surround the categories,
understanding how best to address their musical communities, and then further, how to
write appropriately for the publications which support them. Each publication plays a
different role in the discourse surrounding the music, and each also has a different set of
requirements and opportunities for the critic.

Through a combination of practical work and academic analysis, this thesis seeks
to demonstrate some of the challenges facing a young critic in the field, and the dynamic
relationships that govern a critic’s work and musical world.
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%) INTRODUCTION R
THE CRITICAL WEB

Much of the music critic’s process is solitary. Her work is the result of her own
opinion, and must be written independently, with no outside contributions. She cannot be
affiliated with any musical organization for fear of damaging her credibility. She cannot
befriend the artists she discusses, as “to know musicians intimately is precarious; to
permit ties of affection to bind critic and musician together is to place in jeopardy all that
the critic stands for as a disinterested spectator, an impartial adjudicator, a truthful,
unflattering, yet intensifying mirror.”"

But of course, no social action occurs entirely in isolation. The interactions of the
critic with the publication, her readers, and her subjects create a network of relationships,
each with their own effect on the critic and her writing. The greatest hurdle in critical
writing is establishing authority — the ability to act as an authoritative voice and claim
influence over the consumers of her work. An understanding of that authority is difficult,
since it has no quantifiable values — no empirical statement of ability, no stamp of
approval, no certificate, and despite current appearances, no degree that grants complete
authority to be a critic. Therefore, it must be explained through the critic’s relationships
with others. Authority is an issue of power, of claiming and maintaining sufficient power
to function within the dynamic of her relationships with the readers and with her

publications. It is through them, for them, and with them that she performs the role of the

" Oscar Thompson, Practical Music Criticism. (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979).
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critic and establishes her place within both the power dynamic and the larger world of
music.

There is temptation when discussing power relationships to categorize the
participants into the powerful and the oppressed — creating a sense of negativity and
unidirectional force surrounding power. However, as Foucault suggests

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it

doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces

things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be

considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social body,

much more than as a negative instance whose function is repression.’
Power is the creative force through which criticism exists. There would be little
possibility for criticism without a system of power at work that allows one person not
only to form an opinion, but also broadcast it to others in a public forum. The
“productive network” can refer not just to the relationship between power and
production, but also the interactive nature of power — that power is held completely by no
one, and that it is possible for power relationships not to be unilaterally directed, but
reciprocal, an exchange of power between bodies. This exchange, particularly in the case
of criticism, is best expressed in terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s system of cultural capital,
whereby power relationships in the world of cultural production are likened to a system
of economics.

The critic obviously is required to be knowledgeable in her field, which in

Bourdieu’s system is discussed in terms of cultural capital, which “concerns forms of

? Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge : Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New York:
Pantheon, 1980), 119.

M
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cultural knowledge, competences, or dispositions.”

But she also must gain a place of
public prominence in order to be authoritative. The role of the publication in granting
capital to the critic is fairly clear — the critic needs the validation of being published in
order to establish herself as a professional, and also to situate herself within the relative
power of publications — to establish her status within the social chain of critics (the higher
value placed on a writer from a major metropolitan paper as opposed to a regional
weekly). The publication grants her symbolic capital, “a degree of accumulated prestige,
celebrity, consecration or honour and is founded on a dialectic of knowledge and
recognition.”

However, there is also a great deal to be gained on the part of the publication by
hiring the qualified critic, as would any member of what Bourdieu calls the “art-
business,” those who sell and deal in cultural products.

999

His [the art- businessman’s] “authority”’ is itself a credit-base value, which only
exists in the relationship with the field of production as a whole, i.e. with the
artists or writers who belong to his “stable.”
The masthead and of a publication is its “stable,” and its authority as an institution rests
upon the quality of the writers within it. To locate the publication within the field of
production, the authority of the publication is relative to others within the field, based on
the perceived quality of its product. As the judgement of a publication rests in its content

(as presumably it would not be entirely an issue of paper quality or text size), the quality

of the writers is of primary importance in establishing authority. It begs the question,

i Pierre Bourdieu, Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 7.
Ibid.
* Ibid., 78.
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however, of with whom the relative assessment rests and on what grounds it is based. In
this case, it is truly the readers pronouncing judgment. They give the paper authority by
giving it economic capital in the form of distribution, and symbolic capital in a public
opinion that regards the object as being both necessary and informative.

It would be useful here to define precisely who “the readers” are because,
although the publication can easily be described as a discrete entity, it is far more difficult
to define as a group the readers of a particular critic or newspaper. In the field of
audience analysis, the group is generally referred to as a mass — hence the idea of the
mass media.

It is typically a very large aggregate of detached individuals, anonymous to each

other, but with their attention converging on some object of interest that is outside

their immediate personal environment or control.®
The idea of the readership as a mass can be problematic, since it is such a generalized
descriptor for a large group of people. The mass associated with the media as a whole is
not the same as the mass that the critic is addressing — she writes for a more particular
subset of the readers, those interested in her topic. To return to Bourdieu, the readers
could be considered, along with the critic, as members of a cultural field. However, the
idea of the mass being comprised of “detached individuals” likens the mass to another
type of constructed group — one that is “imagined.”

Benedict Anderson’s concept of “imagined community” is a description for the

state of most modern communities, where physical interaction rarely or never occurs, but

there is a mutual understanding of the participants’ connections to one another. He deals

® Denis McQuail, Audience Analysis (London: Sage Publications, 1997).
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very specifically with concepts of nationhood, but “in fact, all communities larger than
primordial village of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined.
Communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in
which they are imagined.”” They are connected by a sense of shared culture and shared
experience, which may have nothing to do with ever actually interacting with one
another, in a way similar to how a mass audience is connected solely through a mutual
“object of interest.” The readers share a connection through the publication, and can also
identify themselves as a community through it.

The publication, or “print-economy,” is one of the major sources of support for
imagined communities. The emergence of publications “made it possible for rapidly
growing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to others,
in profoundly new ways,” and in a sense, serve as the stabilizing point for many
communities where the participants will have no direct access to one another.® Anderson
discusses specifically the importance of the newspaper, which serves as a centerpiece of
any given community, firstly by relating information about the community and its
concerns to readers, and also by confirming the connection between its citizens through
its physical presence throughout the geographic community, being a visual marker of
common experience by being found in libraries or barbershops. The importance of the

publication to any community in part justifies the intrinsic connection between the

" Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1983), 6.
8 .
Ibid., 36.



MA Thesis — C Blaustein McMaster — Music Criticism

publication and its readers. It serves a greater purpose than mere information — it is the
connective tissue of their social existence.

This imagined community of people is the source of most of the critic’s exchange
of capital and possession of authority.” Critical writing is by its nature directed outward —
written to appear in a published space, which is created to be consumed — and so the act
of consumption in effect justifies the object. Therefore, the critic’s concern with the
reader’s response or interest, with their consumption of her work, becomes central to her
process of creation. What it means for the work to be consumed is different for the critic
than for the publication as a whole. The publication must only be concerned that the
readers purchase it to assume consumption, not that they necessarily pay attention to or
absorb a particular piece of information. The critic must ensure her work in particular is
being read in order for it to be validated and for her authority to be complete, because her
authority lies in her ability to influence her readers.

Bourdieu explains in Field of Cultural Production that power or capital is equated
with influence, the ability to reach the readers. But this ability is limited by the level of
connection between the critic and her readers.

Similarly, in accordance with the law that one only ever preaches to the

converted, a critic can only “influence” his readers in so far as they extend him

this power because they are structurally attuned to him in their view of the social
world, their tastes, and their whole habitus."

® Although her relationship to the publication is a source of capital, it is in relation to the readers that she
must be authoritative, as the balance of power between herself and the publication is mostly fixed. With
the readers, their interaction is solely through her work, and their attention only gained through consuming
her writing.

' Bourdieu, 96.
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“Preaching to the converted” implies that the result of the critic and readers being attuned
is a foregone conclusion, particularly if we accept his idea that critics are selected to write
for particular publications based on their ability to speak the language of the readers
“without having deliberately tried,” being the paper’s “ideal reader,” and sharing a

' Bourdieu also asserts that critics are already distributed in the press in

similar habitus. "
a way that mimics how the press is divided among the public, with each publication
designed to speak to a certain segment of society and with writers divided similarly by
social class. It is true that a writer is selected for the way she “fits” in a particular
publication, that her writing style is appropriate for it, and generally, readers will seek out
publications that speak to their interests and social positioning. As Bourdieu’s
conception of habitus is fixed — being “durable” or lifelong, and “structured structures,”
which incorporate “the objective social conditions of their inculcation™ — the presumption
is that there is a baseline of compatibility between all of the parties. '* However, I find it
difficult to accept the idea that this connection between writer and reader, and also
between writer and publication, is both natural and completely unchanging.

Even if we are to accept the effect of habitus on this mutual attunement, that does
not mean that there are not some active elements to the process of creation, by which the
critic is better able to position herself to influence her readers. This is, in part, because

the interaction between herself and her readers is mediated by the printed word. This has

two effects. The first is that the critic, being a creature that the readers only interact with

" Tbid.
2 1bid., 5.
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through the print-economy, becomes an author figure, one whom they have the ability to
construct through her works. Just as the community of “the readers” is imagined by the
critic, the figure of the critic is similarly imagined or constructed in the minds of the
reader. The critic gains new possibilities for agency in the formation of her construct, of
her “self” as the role she plays becomes not a fixed element of her habitus, but a
performative one.

Judith Butler’s concept of performativity as it applies to gender identities
presumes that the construction of the identity is created through repeated action.
However, there is an element of “agency,” by which the subjects have the ability to
change the way they perform these roles. ““Agency,’ then, is to be located within the
possibility of variation within that repetition.”’® This variation is what allows the critic
control over the creation of her own identity — it becomes not a fixed element of her class
structure, or her habitus, but a power that she can wield. Of course, the “I” of the writer
herself is a performative role, but her role as a critic becomes separate from her person, as
“the critic” functions in a similar manner to Foucault’s concept of “the author.”

According to Foucault and his writings on the concept of an “author,” the reader’s
sense of who a writer is has little to do with the writer herself and far more to do with the
texts she produces.

This ‘author-function’ is not formed spontaneously through the simple attribution

of a discourse to an individual. It results from a complex operation whose

purpose is to construct the rational entity we call an author...nevertheless these
aspects of an individual, which we designate as an author (or which comprise an

" Judith Butler, Gender Trouble : Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, Thinking Gender (New York:
Routledge, 1990), 145.
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individual as an author) are projections in terms always more or less
psychological, of our way of handling texts."*

The idea of the author, the critic, is projected — the interaction between two “imaginary”
bodies. The writer is a complete person, in full possession of a habitus, which is then
projected through her writing. However, the author exists only in the works — the readers
reconstruct a complete individual form the elements of the writer that they can glean from
her writing. The author is a simulacrum — a projection of the original.

Although readers create the resulting author, the writer retains control over the
self that she projects in her work. The role of the critic becomes performative, and as
such, she has the option to change the way she performs in order to adapt to a situation,
as performative identities are, to an extent, within the control of those who use them.'

In the process of being performative, the individual can, effectively, disappear. Nietzsche
said in On the Genealogy of Morals that “there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effecting,
becoming ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed — the deed is everything.”'® In
the case of the construction of author or critic, the deeds are all that is consequential,
because that is all that the reader is able to consume — the performance. In being aware

of this, the critic has the ability to control the manner in which she performs her identity —

'* Michel Foucault, The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rainbow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 127.

'3 There are many factors that impinge total control over performative identities, particularly that of
expectations and social norms, the denial of which can have negative consequences for the individual. In
the narrow world of the critic, the social conventions are shaped by reader expectations, and the result of
moving too far away from these expectations would be a loss of influence and authority, as the readers
abandon the critic in favour of others who perform in ways that do not challenge their worldview quite so
strongly.

'® Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Geneology of Morals, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 1969),
45,
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to create her image for her readers. The only point of connection between the writer and
the readers is within her work, and so the writing itself is a performative process.

There are a number of things that could be implied by saying that writing is
performative. In one sense of the word, it implies a creative act, allowing expression
within a particular setting.

For writing is also a form of composition, in which harmony and orchestration
must be used to modify and add color and variety to plain melodic statements."’

The construction of an evocative phrase in the act of criticism is as much a skill as it is in
literature or music. The publication becomes the performance space for the critic — the
theatre in which she creates her art, and projects it out for others to consume. In a more
general sense, any act of speech is performative, in that by saying something we are also
doing something. J. L. Austin first advanced his ideas of “performative utterances” in a
series of lectures entitled How to Do Things With Words.

299

The name is derived, of course, from “perform,”’ the usual verb with the noun
“action”: it indicates that the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an
action.'®
Further, these “performative utterances” can be divided into categories — a locutionary
act, which is the act of saying something; a illocutionary act, which is the act in saying
something, by ordering, warning, or informing, for example; and finally the

perlocutionary act, which is the act by saying something, meaning that the statement is

designed to illicit a particular response, and is essentially a combination of locutionary

'” Martin Cooper, Judgements of Value (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 3.
. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, ed. Marina Sbisa and J. O. Urmson (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1962), 6.

10
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and illocutionary statements. Austin was very limited in his conception of what can be
included in performative utterances, restricting himself only to spoken interactions and to
a particular list of words. However, later writers, such as John Searle and Richard
Ohmann, have shifted the boundaries of performative speech, allowing for the inclusion
of almost any type of utterative action, including literature, to be performative, as all
speech is both an action in itself and is often designed to provoke a response. '

Critical writing is a performative act. The elements of description are
illocutionary, in that by saying that I describe I am also doing so. More important are the
perlocutionary acts, those through which the critic attempts to illicit response from her
readers, to influence them into a reaction. Austin focuses on physical reactions, or
discrete emotional responses (illocution being “I am asking you not to do that” and
perlocution “do not do that”), but the meaning can be extended further to encompass
more general reactions — either interest, judgement, agreement, or disagreement. All
critical writing is intended to provoke some response in readers, to influence them in
some way, and uses the techniques of literature — the performance of a powerful phrase —
to meet those ends. Through all of these performative acts, the critic seeks to invoke one
general reaction from her readers — the granting of authority. Initially, she must use only
her words to impress upon her readers a sense of her abilities — her education and
knowledge, as well as her skill as a writer. Later, as her store of symbolic capital grows

and her name becomes recognizable, her mere position assists in her ability to influence,

"” John R. Searle, Expression and Meaning : Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts (Cambridge, Eng. ; New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1979). and Richard Ohmann, "Literature as Act," in Approaches to
Poetics, ed. Seymour Chatman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1972).

11
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as she becomes a trusted name within the critical community. No matter what her level
of authority, she performs the role of the critic through the text — assisting in creating an
image that the readers will respect and be influenced by, and thereby grant her the capital
she needs to be powerful.

As with any power dynamic, the relationship between the critic and her readers
cannot be unidirectional — the critic cannot be the only one potentially gaining power
from this interaction. Consuming criticism must have some benefit to the reader, or they
will not participate, for as Foucault suggests, all people are seeking power, and processes
of mass media consumption are rarely altruistic. There is potential for the readers to
learn something from a piece of criticism, to absorb some information that would
consequently increase their own cultural capital. Readers also benefit from criticism in
their store of symbolic capital, an increase that comes with being able to establish
themselves as having knowledge of the arts, of current events within the cultural field,
and thereby situate themselves as being cuitured, an attribute generally accorded to those
of a higher social class. The information gained is not necessarily only for the reader’s
edification, but is also leverage for establishing her place within the power dynamics of
their social community.

Sode

It may seem suspect that throughout all of this discussion of the music critic, the
1ssue of music has not arisen. However, in discussing criticism, the music is often
secondary. The critic participates in music as a listener — she occupies the space of the

audience, absorbing the music as an audience member would. In listening, the act of

12
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criticism has not yet occurred, because the act of criticism, as opposed to the person of
the critic, exists in the production of a written work, of creating criticism. Her critical
mindset in the concert does situate her as a critic, but without the action, she cannot
necessarily be distinguished from another equally critical listener, as the person next to
her might be the composer or another performer or other knowledgeable body, and
equally if not far more prone to critical evaluation of the performance. It is only after
leaving the musical space that she becomes a critic, by reflecting back on what she has
heard and commenting upon it. In the power dynamics and social implications of
criticism, music plays little role. However, this does not mean that criticism is
independent of music. In fact, the creation and consumption of criticism can be a part of
the musical process — part of musicking.

Christopher Small, in his book Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and
Listening, puts forward an idea of music that extends far beyond the conventional borders
of composer, performer, and audience.

To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance,

whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by

providing material for performance (what is called composing), or by

dancing. We might at times even extend its meaning to what the person is

doing who takes the tickets at the door, or the hefty men who shift the

piano and the drums, or the roadies who set up the instruments and carry

out the sound checks, or the cleaners who clean up after everyone else has

gone. They, too, are all contributing to the nature of the event that is a
musical performance.”

2 Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening (Hanover, NH: University
Press of New England, 1998), 9.

13
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It would seem that criticism would have a natural place in this larger musical world,
which accepts all persons present within the concert experience. The critic, as a member
of the audience, would be included in that capacity, but Small specifically excludes the
act of criticism.

Given the mercantile and nonparticipatory nature of today’s concert world,

criticism is a perfectly honourable profession, but we should remember

that wherever people participate fully in musical performance or where

musicking is part of a larger social, religious, or political ritual, there is no

need for critics.*' [emphasis mine]

Small is not suggesting that there is no role for the critic, but that it only developed as the
musical world became more distant from a participatory ideal, and judging by his tone,
intrinsically flawed. Particularly important is the idea of music becoming a “mercantile”
practice. This moves music away from being a participatory act and towards a process of
passive consumption, defining the world in which criticism can even exist, since it
functions as a part of consumption, rather than the creation of music.

Small’s concern is that the rise of the critic coincided with the decline of amateur
performance, and through that a decline in “the confidence of many people in their own
musical judgement.” He attributes to critics the ability to retard the listeners development
as musickers, as Small suggests that listeners might use criticism to supplant any attempt
at their own assessment. > However, his choice of figures who replaced the critic in

earlier “perfect” eras, when music making was apparently more participatory, gives little

confidence that listeners were ever capable or allowed to rely on their own judgement.

2 1bid., 35.
2 Ibid., 34.

14
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In the medieval and Renaissance church there were no critics, nor were there any
in the world of palace or castle or royal or ducal opera house; as like as not it was
the archbishop, king, or duke who decided what was good or bad, and everyone
else agreed with him. In general, the princes’ ability to dictate musical taste
related to the strength of his political power; Louis XIV of France, in his day the
most powerful man in Europe, was also its leading tastemaker.*
In these models, some individuals are still dictating taste for others and with far larger
mechanisms for enforcement of their beliefs than today’s critic might have. The current
critic has no options of capital punishment should her will be disobeyed — she cannot
order the guillotine to a reader who goes to a concert she deems unworthy, or burn at the
stake to a performer she dislikes. Whatever power the critic may hold, she cannot
forcibly alter the mind of a reader. She may participate in the readers’ thought process,
provide information that might inform their own ideas about music, but she has no way of
supplanting their own judgement.

What the critic provides in the world of musicking is another voice — an educated
voice, preferably an articulate one, but only one other. Her role is reflective — an attempt
to capture what she heard in words. By doing so, she extends the act of musicking
beyond those present to actually hear the music — the performers, the audience, the
roadies, the ushers. Those who read her writing are participating in the musicking one
step removed — through reading and experiencing her experience of the music. And the

critic is musicking by both listening and creating a work in response to the sounds of the

performers.

2 bid.

15
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oHo@e

As a music critic, these are some of the thoughts and issues that govern my
interaction with the world — issues of power and performance, genre and publication, and
an understanding of community. I believe that all of these issues affect all critics,
although perhaps in different ways. Despite the interactions of power that govern much
of the critic’s work, the process of creating criticism is still a fairly solitary practice.
Therefore, the powers that govern the individual critic must also be determined and
understood by the individual, and my conception of what criticism is, how it works, and
what it means may apply only to me. However, the purpose of this thesis was for me to
discover the larger world around my work and to understand how I fit within it as a critic.

There are some geographic boundaries to this critical world. I have produced
works for publications in the United States and Canada, and my understanding of
criticism and these genres of music are restricted to a North American experience.
However, equally important to my physical community are the imagined communities
that my work discusses and with which it interacts. For music criticism, this imagined
community is a musical community — an associated group determined not by geography
but a shared interest in a particular genre of music. Just as a national imagined
community would need to be understood in order to be addressed effectively, to write
effectively for a particular musical community, the critic must understand its shared
culture. The first step in understanding my relationships within my field would be to

understand the groups I am dealing with, those I will be personally navigating in my
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process of gaining authority. Particularly, this means addressing and understanding the
nature of classical and world musics, as well as the publications that support them.

The two communities I have chosen to work with would, at first glance, seem to
have little in common. They each require of the critic completely different banks of
knowledge and vocabulary that rarely overlap. Their perceived places within Western
society are portrayed as opposites, with classical music representing the highest art form,
rather than entertainment, and world music as a whole representing the populist illiterate
“native,” even in instances where the traditions within it far predate western classical
music and potentially overtake it in complexity. Of course, these positions are highly
problematic and have been extensively challenged within the academic community. It is
the responsibility of the critic to understand these conflicts in order to speak about the
genres authoritatively, and they are issues I will delve into more deeply throughout this
work.

What these communities share, and what prompted me to want to deal with them
together in this thesis, is their position on the margins of the larger musical community.
This presents a challenge to a critic. In a marginalized genre, the general desire is for the
audience base to expand, so that it can attract a larger proportion of public interest, and
through that gain power. However, particularly with these two musical fields, a great
deal of their power comes from their elite status as music for select listeners, and so there
arises a deep conflict between the fear of popularization and a necessity of listener

devotion to continue its existence. The critic can navigate this by trying to write in such a
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way that will attract and interest readers who are just entering the musical community, as
well as benefit those established within it.

Although publications support communities as a whole, there is not necessarily
consistency among the members of the community, particularly when it comes to the
knowledge of a genre. Within an interested community, there will be readers with
extensive knowledge in the genre, as well as readers who are entering the field for the
first time. The critic must balance a need to be both thorough and educational in
explaining the music she discusses to those with little experience, with her ability to be
insightful and to attract and hold the attention of knowledgeable readers. She must adapt
her language to these unique communities, and perform as a critic who will influence
upon all of the readers within it.

Musical communities function similarly to any other imagined community — they
necessitate some kind of support to maintain their existence. In situations where the
community is centered in a physical location, there are opportunities for some face-to-
face interactions in social situations — concerts, festivals, lectures. Within a city, a
musical community can cohere in “real” ways, as individuals begin to recognize one
another at public events. However, in addressing the community as a whole, the
members may have no more interaction between one another than would anyone else in
that same geographic area. Therefore, as with any imagined community, the publication
is necessary to reinforce its member’s connections to one another.

There are a variety of publications that serve a musical community. Since not all

of them serve the community in the same way, the publication space will also, in turn,
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influence the way the critic writes — asking her to adapt a manner of performance
appropriately to each situation. The daily newspaper is a general interest publication,
which also happens to include music. The information on music needs to appeal not only
to those who have sought it out, but also the causal reader with only a passing interest.
Therefore, the critic must use more general language, and the level of explanation for
more esoteric works or genres is significantly higher. Magazines function as mainstays
for many musical communities, as they are not situated in geographical communities but
communities of interest — confirming for the enthusiast the sufficient involvement of
others in the field to inspire the production of a magazine. The reader must seek out
these publications, so the critic is freer to speak to a readership with more knowledge and
interest, and adjust her writing accordingly.

The concept of the “print-economy” was created in a time when the written media
was directly associated with a physical object. With the advent of the Internet, the
written word has expanded beyond the borders of the printed page, and it offers a new
space to support communities. However, unlike print media, which can only serve as
supplementary to an imagined community, the Internet forms a space that is both
confirmation of a community and a community in itself. Its participatory nature, with
readers having the ability to comment upon writing and interact with one another bridges
a gap between the imagined community and a virtual community — without the
primordial face-to-face contact, but with a level of interactivity that goes beyond the
traditional imaginary concept. This new space also opens up new forums for critical

work through communities surrounding webpages, and even individualized spaces in the
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form of blogs. Each new space, and new community, creates new expectations and
possibilities for the performance of criticism.
oSee

This thesis comprises a combination of my practical work as well as my
reflections on the process of writing and the issues that arose in my practice of criticism.
It is divided by musical communities, and subdivided by the publications that support
them. I begin with a discussion of classical music criticism, and particularly the print
publications that support it. The nature of classical music as a longstanding and
established cultural force lends itself to established media, particularly a place within the
daily newspaper. It is not a genre that often finds itself within alternative media,
although as I discovered, occasionally opportunities will arise in independent and campus
publications. However, in these instances, the audience for the work is so different that it
allows for an entirely different approach to writing about classical music. World music is
relatively young as a genre within Western culture, and this grants it considerably less
attention from the established media enjoyed by classical music. However, it has a
greater potential to gain from exposure to new media, particularly websites and blogs,
and through these new forms of “print economies” not only broaden its own communities
but also create entirely new ones that are virtual, rather than imagined. Throughout it all,
I began to see more clearly the interactions and differences between the genres and
media, and also came to better understand my place within the larger world of critical

discourse.
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%) CHAPTER ONE R
CLASSICAL MuSIC

The classical music critic has the dubious distinction of holding the eldest of the
critical positions devoted to music in the West. The music has captured the attention of
those with sufficient desire to pen their responses as far back as the eighteenth century,
though they were often published in travel journals, rather than in any form of mass
media. The ability to express thoughts about music in words has long been seen as a
display of cultural capital, and served as a mark of breeding and class as these early
critics took the grand tour of Europe. Of course, critical attention since then has been
granted to many different genres of music, but the classical critic holds particular weight,
if only from the force of history. He — and the average classical critic will be a 52-year
old white male with a graduate degree, so it is a he — is the arbiter of taste for the music
that is more than music — the music that is “art.””"'

Much of the mythology that surrounds classical music is based on the common
understanding that the music is Art, as opposed to entertainment. Works that fall in the
classical canon must “transcend” the boundaries of human capability, be divine, be
genius. The composers are touched by God, given the gift of music that as often as not

would drive them mad. To say the absolute least, according to Willa J. Conrad, critic for

The New Jersey Star-Ledger and project director for a recent study on classical music

"'Willa J. Conrad, director, "The Classical Music Critic: A Survey of Music Critics at General-Interest and
Specialized News Publications in America," (Music Critics Association of North America and National
Arts Journalism Program at Columbia University, 2005), 10.
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critics, the music is beyond social influence: “classical music is not and never has been
about race, ethnic background, gender, or current cultural trends. At its purest, it has
been about pursuing the expression of timeless messages of the heart and the soul, of
trying to tap into a kind of universal humanity.””

The idea that a music so rich in history would have no bearing on the society it
existed within, or that society upon it, is a contradiction that “extends to the nature of the
music itself; on the one hand it is regarded as the model and paradigm for all musical
experience...and on the other it is regarded as somehow unique and not to be subjected to
the same modes of inquiry as other musics especially in respect to its social meanings.””
Concepts of universality and transcendence have been questioned thoroughly in academic
circles, but still persist in the eyes of the public, and it is with public perception that the
critic must be concerned, as it is to them who she speaks. Despite the illogical premise of
such concepts, in Western society classical music still remains on a pedestal. It has
become almost mythical in its own grandeur, an untouchable and impenetrable force
from on high, surviving scrutiny and questioning to remain dominant.

The persistence of this belief lies in the discourse surrounding music, including its
place in the media. Therefore, an important player in the shaping of the public’s
understanding of classical music is the critic, who addresses them most directly and has

authority as a knowledgeable resource. Critics have greater access to the public’s

attention through mass media outlets than figures with comparable authority in other

2 Ibid., 8.
3 Small, 3.
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areas of the field, like a performer or scholar. From a position of both power and access,
the critic can be instrumental in either perpetuating or discouraging an idealistic and
unrealistic view of classical music. By beginning to provide social context and meanings
for works of classical music, the critic can attempt to broaden the public’s understanding
of the music beyond the mythologies.

Despite the view of classical music as a dominant cultural force, it is not
necessarily supported in any kind of tangible sense. The audiences for classical music
are marginal in comparison to other musical genres, and it represents only a small part of
the record industry. The position of privilege that classical music holds in our society
may not be in proportion to the public’s interest in the art.

This privileging of Western classical music above all other musics is a strange

and contradictory phenomenon. On the one hand, it is claimed to be an

intellectual and spiritual achievement that is unique in the world’s musical
cultures (for me the claim is summed up by the reported remark of a famous
scientist who, when asked what message should be included in a missile to be
fired off in search of other intelligent life in the universe, replied, “we could send

them Bach, but that would be boasting”); on the other hand, it appeals to only a

very tiny minority of people, even within Western industrialised societies;

classical music records account for only around 3 percent of all record sales.*
The community of classical music is thinly spread — comprising of a very small group of
people who have a demand for this arcane musical form, one that is as Small said above,
“unique in the world’s musical cultures.” This places two particular strains upon the
work of critics. The first is that the marginalization of classical music often stirs an

outcry from both the interested public and arts organizations foretelling the possible death

of the genre — the closing of musical institutions, and decline in funding for those that

* Ibid.
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remain.” This results in a feeling that the genre requires not only attention, but also active
support to continue. The task is often handed to critics, who are not only often the most
prominent voices having both authority and media presence, but also are often the only
ones engaged in the debate who can claim any kind of objective distance from the issue.
As I mentioned at the outset, the critic must distance herself from arts institutions,
because by allying herself with any particular institution or cause, a critic gives up the
perceived impartiality of her position. A critic can be a trusted ally for the musical
institutions, but also has an obligation to her own position as observer to be honest in her
assessments of the works presented to her.
Propaganda is no part of criticism. The critic who becomes the champion of a
composer or an artist may be a public servant; he may advance the art he loves.
But he does so in another capacity. And he does so, to his peril as a critic...He
has sacrificed, for the time being, a fundamental of his code.®
In criticism, there is an expectation of impartiality, however impossible that might be.
Impartiality is a loaded word, for certain, but in the context of journalism, it is often used
as an indicator of lack of unreasonable bias, and affiliation with the publication before

any outside institution. The greater issue becomes the equation of being impartial and

being truthful, because the public must believe that the critic is being truthful in order to

3 While it is true that there has been a significant decrease in spending on the arts, and many institutions are
in grave financial danger, I do not feel that it has been clearly established that classical music ever held a
place of relative prominence in the cultural field, being at almost all points in history the music of the few
and the elite. However, the death of classical music has been foretold in countless commentaries and
speeches, and is often used as a rallying point for arts funding. Whether there is any actual danger of it
happening isn’t entirely relevant — public perception forces a critic to at least navigate the issue in her own
work, if not address it directly.

® Thompson, 33.
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take her words seriously, be open to influence, and to grant her authority. Therefore, a
sense of “critical distance” must be visible in the work, in order to maintain authority.
The second effect that a decline in public support of classical music can have is a
change in the readers, and therefore, a change in the role of the critic to reach them. With
the historical equation of classical music and high art, and certainly cultural capital, it is
natural that there would be a direct connection between being knowledgeable about the
field and being capable of enjoying it. Particularly in the case of “new music,” or 20"
and 21* century compositions, there is a perception that this music must be thoroughly
and academically understood in order to be enjoyed. Whether this is true or not, there
remains an expectation for the critic to function also in a role as educator. In times past,
this role may not have been as significant, when the critic could assume some amount of
knowledge on the part of her readers. However, in the current cultural climate, it is less
likely that the readers of a general interest publication will have had significant training
or knowledge of classical music. With a potentially unfamiliar and unreceptive
readership, the critic must be more careful in this role — making choices in her manner of
address and content to appeal to and interest a disinterested public. In part, this will be a
process of providing basic information about the work, the performers, and other salient
details. However, it is the providing of context that comprises a large part of the critic’s
ability to break down mythologies surrounding classical music — giving her readers an
opportunity for comprehension both of the “music itself” as well as its social situation.
These requirements upon the work of the critic play out differently in different

media outlets. Her work for a newspaper will be different from that for a magazine,
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simply because the readership she will be addressing varies in their level of interest and
knowledge of the subject matter. Unique to classical music criticism is a large place in
the daily newspaper — one that in many ways perpetuates the position of classical music
as an active and valued part of contemporary society. Classical criticism also appears
frequently in magazines devoted to music, and occasionally manages to step outside of
the common mass media and find a place in alternative media. Each medium must be
approached with the understanding of its benefits and limitations, and the critic must

adapt her work to use each effectively.
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THE DAILY NEWSPAPER

To begin any discussion of contemporary classical music criticism, the best place
to start would be the medium most associated with the craft — the daily newspaper. The
timely review of concerts represents the greatest proportion of the practicing critic’s
work, and therefore the medium is an important one to the field. The newspaper has
become an omnipresent part of our society — an object of reference and of record, of
consistency and information.

Newspapers have for so long been such a deeply embedded institution in Western

urban culture that the practice of reading them has a momentum of its own,

independent of the psychological needs that brought it about in the first place.

Like the practice of instilling literacy among the young, acquiring useful current

information is generally accepted as essential in a civilization in which creature

comforts and material progress depend upon the mastery of information.”

Acquiring news is essential to the functioning of our civilization, and the
newspaper has been ubiquitous for over a century. Even in this digital age, it is still the
primary vehicle by which most people receive news.® What do readers look for in their
newspapers? “The primary function of newspapers is to communicate to the human race

what its members do, feel, and think.” This is the goal of newspapers as a group, and

each individual newspaper narrows its focus to communicate not with the human race

" Leo Bogart, Press and Public: Who Reads What, When, Where, and Why in American Newspapers
(Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1981), 111.

¥ John Vivian, The Media of Mass Communication, 4th ed. (Boston: Allyn And Bacon, 1997), 81.

® George L. Bird and Frederic E. Merwin, eds., The Press and Society: A Book of Readings (New York:
Prentice Hall Inc., 1951), 108. Although this reference may seem outdated, more recent textbooks on Mass
Communication have significantly shifted their focus away from traditional media and towards more recent
developments such as radio, television, and especially the Intemet. Even in this instance, the newspaper is
receding from public consciousness.
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perhaps, but with the community it serves, providing those within it with information that
they need.

But keeping up with the news (however broadly defined) does not merely have
utilitarian function, it also establishes and reinforces the connections between the
individual and his social environment, defined narrowly as his home town or
community, or defined more broadly as his country or the world. Newspapers,
among the mass media, uniquely express this social bond, because of the sheer
volume (:g information they carry from which every reader can select what is
relevant.

It is not only through the selection of information that the newspaper is relevant — it also
serves as the physical confirmation of the imagined community.
Part of the imagined community rests in the ceremony of consuming this
representation of social bonds, of shared information.
The obsolescence of the newspaper on the morrow of its printing...creates this
extraordinary mass ceremony...It is performed in silent privacy, in the layer of
the skull. Yet each communicant is well aware that the ceremony he performs is

being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of others of whose
existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has not the slightest notion.

11
The reader is connected to those in his or her community by the knowledge that this
information is being shared by others. It is also, as I mentioned in the introduction, a
connection reaffirmed by the presence of the newspaper throughout the geographic
community.

At the same time, the newspaper reader, observing exact replicas of his own paper

being consumed by his subway, barbershop, or residential neighbours, is
continually reassured that the imagined world is visibly rooted in everyday life.'?

' Bogart, 111.
" Anderson, 35.
2 Ibid., 36.
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The connection between the imagined community and a location is further reinforced by
the nature of newspapers. A unique attribute of this particular media is that they are so
strongly geographically situated — based from and identified with one particular location
(The Boston Globe, The Washington Post, The Vancouver Sun). However, there are also
some newspapers that serve either a national readership (The Wall Street Journal, USA
Today, The Globe and Mail) or actually have a larger readership outside their home city
than within it (The New York Times). Each of these establishes a different sort of
community — local, national, interest-based, or even a particular social class.

One consistent element among all of these communities is that the newspaper is
held in reverence, perhaps unspoken, as an object with power. One aspect of its power is
inherent in the object itself. The concept of the paper as an object of authority is due in
part to the stability of print media. Radio and television, like music, are temporal media,
where the information is presented within a span of time and cannot easily be recaptured.
The Internet bridges this gap somewhat, being a print medium itself, but it is easily and
constantly updated; the visual of a headline may change from one minute to the next, as a
different breaking story emerges to replace the last one at the top of the page. Print
media has a solidity, a finality, to it because once published it cannot be changed.
Newspapers are objects that can be saved and catalogued, regarded as objects of record;
although still largely disposable, used to line birdcages or wrap fish, they still maintain a

1
sense of permanency. ?

13 Vivian, 8.
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However, perhaps more importantly than the physicality of the object is the effect
it has on the information within it. The newspaper is the standard of the “general
interest” publication — one designed so that each reader can select the items from within
the paper that are the most important to them — international news, local news, interest
specific like sports or arts — all the necessary information to situate the reader within a
variety of different communities — global, local, and imagined. Since the format provides
such an easy way for the readers to asses exactly the information that interests and is
necessary to them, it communicates directly to them and to their needs. However, the
variety of information within a newspaper serves not only the readers, but actually lends
authority to the information. Since a newspaper is designed to contain everything that a
person ought to know — for survival, for community, for civilized life — it is presumed
that everything within a newspaper is important. The reader may have the choice to
decide what the most important information for them is, but there is automatic authority
granted to any information that falls within its scope. This is an incredible power for this
object to hold, and at times, this position of influence may even transcend the perceived
value of the information itself.

oGroim

This may be the case with classical music. The relatively small portion of the
population who may have a vested interest in this particular kind of music would not
seem to warrant the kind of continued attention it receives. If it were only through the
force of the interest of the classical music community, there is no way in which classical

music could maintain its privileged position within our society. It is through auxiliary
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elements — including educational institutions, a historical equation with cultural capital,
and particularly the media — that it is able to remain in its position of power and authority.
The greatest of these is its continued presence within daily newspapers. These objects of
record and general interest still contain a great deal of information about a subject that
appeals to very few of its readers. The equalizing influence that the daily paper has on
the relative value of information within it creates a sense of balance between the different
topics it addresses, and therefore this field with little popular support gains credibility as
an area of worth and importance.

The importance of the daily paper to classical music criticism cannot be
overemphasized. Looking at the work of music critics in North America, as represented
by a survey done by the Music Critics Association of North American in conjunction
with the National Arts Journalism Program at Columbia University, 74% of critics have
half or more of their work appearing in a daily paper. 46% of the critics worked for
papers in major metropolitan areas (New York, Boston, Toronto, etc.), while the
remaining 25% were in mid to small size city dailies, or regional/suburban daily papers.
After newspapers, the next largest point of distribution was in magazines, at 15%. Any
of these aforementioned categories dwarf the remaining options of Weekly Alternative
papers (2%), online resources (5%) and other (7%). 14

It is through this medium, then, that most critics are employed and continue to
practice their craft, and also partially explains why they still have something to write

about. It is clear that the newspaper is of paramount importance to the field. What must

¥ Conrad, 12.
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be discussed now is in what capacities a critic serves the newspaper, and how its format
influences her writing.

A newspaper, in its strictest sense, is a paper containing news, and as such, the
information within it is required to be both current and pertinent. It might be possible to
say that music criticism, not being “news,” has no place in the newspaper at all, and
particularly criticism of classical music, since most of the repertoire and concepts
discussed belong to centuries long past. However, the types of criticism being written,
mostly reviews of concerts that were performed within a day or two of publication, are
timely enough to approximate event reporting. In addition to being representative of the
opinion of the writer, these reviews are an accounting of events in the arts community, a
report on what happened on that particular evening. The critic is providing the news of
the music world.

The newspaper critic generally produces two types of work. The first is the most
commonly identified type of criticism, the concert review. These pieces are short, often
no more than 250-300 words, and each one restricts itself to a particular concert or event.
As works of both reporting and overt opinion, they allow the writer a significant amount
of freedom to express personal opinions in the creating of their judgement of the quality
of a concert. In addition to these, a critic will also often produce feature articles — sizable
pieces that can go into depth about performers or arts organizations. Although the same
person writing both, there is often a distinction made between “criticism” and “arts
reporting.” Feature articles are specifically designed to fit more closely within the realm

of news, and a writer crafting one is expected to adhere to journalistic principles of
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impartiality, attempting to avoid stating her own opinion overtly and attempting to
represent her subject, rather than herself. Reviews certainly cannot be false or libellous,
but as they are the opinions of the individual critic, they have more freedom to portray a
sense of distance and objectivity.

The consistent element within each situation is that of the readers — a critic’s
sense of this community will affect her writing. In this case, the main challenge is the
level of education and interest of the average reader. As a newspaper is a general interest
publication, the newspaper’s tacit acceptance of classical music as a subject does not
necessarily translate into an interested and educated readership. According to the study
of North American classical critics mentioned earlier, 92% of critics agree that their
readers care about classical music, but only 64% believe that they have a basic
understanding of the subject.’® This is a challenge to any classical music writer, who
must further understand how to address a general readership to engage them in a very
limited topic.

sSHredr

Although facts and figures can provide some proof of the importance of the daily
newspaper and the makeup of the readership, in a craft that is truly a practical art, it is
easiest and most valuable to understand the constraints and freedoms of working at a
newspaper by actually doing so. I was afforded this opportunity during the summer of

2005, when I was a freelance writer for The Washington Post.

15 Ibid., 26.
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The Washington Post is one of the most widely read daily papers in the United
States, reaching 51% of people in the Washington Designated Market Area (DMA) on a
daily basis, and 42% on Sundays.'® This far outstrips the local readership of any of the
other top ten papers, including the Boston Globe and the New York Times."” Over the
course of the ten weeks that I was in residence in Washington, I attended and reviewed
seven concerts in the DC area. These included performances by the National Symphony
Orchestra and Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, chamber music concerts, and solo recitals
in a variety of venues, including Wolf Trap, an outdoor amphitheatre in Vienna, Virginia,
the Strathmore Center in Bethesda, Maryland, several churches and the Kennedy Center
for the Performing Arts. The reviews appeared in the arts section of the paper, either
under a general heading of Classical Music or Performing Arts, or with a review-specific
headline. I have included six of these reviews here, particularly those that I felt gave me
trouble or gave rise to interesting issues. However, each concert provided a different
challenge for me as a developing writer and critic, and served to illuminate different

aspects of my future career.

'® The Washington Post General Marketing Book 2005 [PDF] (accessed 8 January 2006); available from
http://advertising.washpost.com/the_market/2005General.pdf.

'7 It should be noted that this is only measuring circulation within the paper’s home area — the New York
Times may have a far wider national and international circulation than the Washington Post, but within
New York City, it reaches 12 out of every 100 households.
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My first review for The Washington Post was of a concert by the Palestrina Choir,
connected with the Washington Early Music Festival. It was a program of early music,
mostly by the composer Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina. Although this was not my first
experience writing at a newspaper, having worked for the Indiana Daily Student during
my undergraduate degree, it brought to bear an entirely new set of standards. My review
was going to be distributed in one of the largest papers in the country, and one with a
reputation for its arts coverage. 1 would attend the concert on a Saturday night, and my
review was due by 11 o’clock the following morning. On top of it all, it was my first
piece, and so would be highly indicative of my ability to take on future work and also go
a long way to establishing my authority with my editors and supervisor. I felt my work
was being scrutinized and evaluated in ways I had never even imagined, even if the
scrutiny was only in own perception of the situation and not the result of editorial
comments, but in my mind, the bar had been raised to dizzying heights.

Aside from my nervousness, the most difficult and immediate problem was the
constraint of space. The concert had been almost two hours long, and trying to capture
the entire experience in such a short space was far more difficult than I had imagined.
The final review counted in at only 210 words, whereas my original draft was closer to
600. It was mostly an issue of determining which details were most salient — was it more
important to name individual works, to spend time describing the performance style of
such an ensemble, or discuss the history of the festival as a whole? In retrospect, there

are plenty of changes I might have made, but this first experience made me think most

35



MA Thesis — C Blaustein McMaster — Music Criticism

clearly about what was most important, and also most interesting in a review. However,
the necessity for brevity can also cause some larger problems.

Generalities, like calling a work “genius” and “timeless,” can be dangerous,
having the tendency to perpetuate stereotypes and ideas that critical musicologists spend
their lives and work trying to problematize. But at the same time, they are often
necessary. When the constraints of space and a general readership are presented, it is
difficult to fathom how else works or artists could be characterized efficiently. The fact
that these terms are loaded often works to a critic’s advantage, because they commutate
ideas of sound or experience that, although perhaps less than ideal, still help illuminate
the concert in ways that could otherwise only be done through extensive explanation. In
this case, the concept of music being “transcendent” is a highly contested one, and a word
that I used rather carelessly in this piece. Upon reflection, I think that it was appropriate,
had I used it in a slightly different context. With religious works, it was the composer’s
intent to create sounds that were greater than human, which transcended the limits of
earthly concerns to travel directly to the ears of heaven. This was the intention, and
although no work is truly without mortal bounds, as a description of the performance it
seemed appropriate to the occasion. Had I more space, I might have been able either to
qualify my statement or find another description. In this instance, it was an expedient
way to convey the description I wanted, but the issue of balance between expediency and
accuracy arose again and again in my reviews of classical music, and become far more

prevalent, and more problematic, in my work with world music.
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Palestrina Choir

he Washington Early Music Pestival,

now in its second summer, is a young
institution celebrating very old music,
This year, the festival theme is “Music
From Spaip and ils Colonies,” some of
which the Palestrina Choir explored in its
Saturday night concert at St. John’s
Catholic Church. The choir — 12
unaccompanicd voices strong — sang
motets and hymns by Tomas Luis de
Victoria, a Spanish liturgical composer
from the 16th century and a
contemporary of the choir’s namesake,
the Italian composer Giovanni Pierluigi
da Palestrina.

The individual works — the motets
“Ne timeas, Maria” and “Sancta Maria,”
for example — tend to blend together,
but the sound is unique to this type of
music. The singers use no vibrato, which
makes the sound pure and clean, like
tracing a finger along the edge of a water
glass. .

The potential downside to no vibrato
and no instruments is that the choir is
entirely exposed, and every slip of
intonation becomes immediately obvious
— a cracked jar among crystal. But the
Palestrina Choir was nearly perfect, with
only the occasinnal hairline fracture.
They have an exceptional technique and
sound, whiclh, combined with the
beautiful performance space of St. John's,
gave the audience a taste of the
transcendent effect of this music.

-~ Claire Marie Blaustein

Figure 1 — The Washington Post — Monday, June 13, 2005; C04
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With my second piece, on a recital given by violinist Yang Liu, [ was
immediately faced with two of a critic’s demons: writing about my own instrument and
writing a negative review. As a violinist, I was excessively well equipped to evaluate the
performance, and Liu chose a program I myself had played or was at least familiar with,
meaning that I had further ammunition with which to discuss, and criticize, his recital.

Despite the reputation that critics have of being cold and mean-spirited, one of
the hardest things to do is to write about a concert that disappoints. The negative reaction
I had to the concert was heightened by my nervousness as a relatively inexperienced
critic. I was reluctant to pass judgement, as I was not yet comfortable with my role and
the expectation that [ do so. However, my authority as a critic was confirmed for me by
the way I was treated at the venue. Afterwards, the performer’s publicist approached me
by name, without my having offered it, and introduced me to others by title, as being
“from The Washington Post.” That simple statement carried such power that I began to
understand that, despite my reluctance, I had a role to play. I had been accepted within
the power dynamic at work, and therefore had a responsibility to myself to establish
equal measure of authority in my writing.

In the end, I had to be honest, although the final review came out much softer than
any original drafts, probably as a result of my equivocation on the best way to approach
the task before me. The aftermath of this particular review, however, was interesting. It
was because of this review that I received my first reader mail — a letter from one
concerned person, who noted that I had not mentioned the name of the accompanist in the

review. This was a mistake on my part, the result of cutting a 500-word review down to
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under 300, but it confirmed something for me — people were actually reading my work —
not only reading, but paying attention and responding. This had a dual effect —
mortification that I had made such an elementary mistake, but also elation that my words
were actually reaching someone. It may not have been the response I had hoped for, but
it was a response, which further developed my sense that I was accountable to my readers

and heightened the importance of the readers in my process of writing criticism.
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Yang Liu

he buzz at the Kennedy Ccuter

Millenniwn Stage concert by violinist
Yang Liu wasn’t necessarily for the player - —
it was for the instrument. The I.ady Tenoant,
a violin by Autonio Stradivari, is Lhe most
expensive instrument ever sold at auction,
goinyt for $2,032,000 at Christie’s in April.
The anonymous buyer gave it to the
Stradivari Society, which then lent it to Liu.

Liu had the instrument for only three
weeks when he took the stage Wednesday
evening, and it secned the two had not yet
{ound their perfect fit.

The halance between violin and piano was
a little off, partitularly during Beethoven’s
“Spring” Sonata, The violin lines were clearly
articulated, but sometimes overpowered by
the piano.

Liu had a tendency to be overly
meunculous. Everything was clean, but there
was little fceling of spontaneity. The Bach
Chaconne in D Minor was lovely, but b ot
Prokofiev’s Second Violin Sonata was the el
best example of the capabilities of both the Vang Liu performed with a Stradivarius on the
player and the instrument. The fast sccond Kennedy Center's Milleanium Stage.
moveraent was inore vibrant than the carlier
repertoire, and the violin responded
beautifully to the strident playing necessary
for Prokofiev.

Stradivarius instruments are remarkable,
but the player and the violin stili must get to
know each other. This was the first
performance for Liu acd his Lady Tennant,
but il certainly won't be the last.

— Claire Marie Blaustein

Figure 2 — The Washington Post -Friday, June 17, 2005; C07

40



MA Thesis — C Blaustein McMaster — Music Criticism

If approaching a review about an imperfect performance on my own instrument
for Yang Liu was difficult, the prospect of writing something similar about one of my
personal idols, Joshua Bell, was far more intimidating. Again, the end result was less
than caustic, but did reflect what I thought of the performance — technically brilliant, but
acoustically soggy.

The difference here was in my mindset. I no longer had the same fear of my
position that I had held earlier. The process had become more natural. I was no longer
afraid of being “found out,” of someone catching me doing work for which I was
unprepared or unqualified. I had become confident in my own qualifications, and secure
in my authority to say what I had to say. I believe it was a sign of my growth as a critic

that the idea of not saying what I thought never crossed my mind.
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TheNSO
Brings Out
The Blg Gunb

Sym-'
phony Orchestra and emdnctar Bmil

de Cou’s all Tehaikovsky proj
hn-edtwoo(thednairalwm'ldsgtm

Bell.
Bell holds the rare position of a clis-
sical mmsic superstar. His playing

Violin Concerto was no exceplion.
Bell projects a sense of comfort and
ease, asilthehmmm]ydﬂﬁcullpwwz

muhtydnmpmcd both his sound and
spirit, occasionally making the brilliant
playing slightly soggy. It was still =
masterly and passionate performance,
and it bodes well for his new CD of the
concerto cotning out this fall.

It says something about Bell that the
NSO pulled out the heavy artillery to
balance the program: The US. Army
Choir and a battery of cannons joined
the orchestra for its traditional sum-
mer performance of thc"1812'0ver»
ture

Ilsml!ypstthelut%sccundsof
the Overture that everyone is waiting
for, with its ‘amous triumphal theme
and blasting cannons. It was appropri-
ately grandiose, but the artillery did Tit-
tic more for me than almost cause a
cotonary. Scleclioos from the opera
“The Maid of Orleans” touched my
heart in 2 more picasant way.

The lesscr known piece was poign-
ant in its coutrast helween the -
nocence of a young Joan of Are and the
brutality of her later battles, and the
solo by sssistant principal flute Thom-
as Robertello was particularly touch-
ing. The picce still fit into the mil-
iaristic theme of the evening, but it
wag a welcome relief from the constant
aggression of the “1812" Overiure and
“Slavonic March.”

Tchaikovsky may have his share ol

spectacidars, but his work is
momlhanpuqu-mleﬂm—uis
the

Figure 3 — The Washington Post — Saturday, July 9, 2005; C05
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There are moments where writing a review can be hindered by outside forces —
the late hour, illness, or other personal issues. In this case, my personal issues were
centered in my anger and the need to calm my personal indignation long enough to
produce a coherent review of the concert by the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra. Again,
the final product represents only a portion of my original draft, in which I spent a
considerable amount of time chastising both the behaviour of the soloist, who seemed
disinterested in even being on stage, and an audience member, who roused my ire by
answering her cell phone in the middle of the performance, and fiddling with a plastic
bag during the rest of it.

This piece clarified for me one of the differences between newspaper criticism
and other outlets. Although I was allowed complete freedom of opinion, I felt that there
was an unspoken requirement of constraint, of civility, that came with the position. It
asks the critics to be honest, but not spiteful, and to voice opinions with justification. In
part, this comes from the tone of other newspaper critics with whom I was familiar, who,
even when completely panning a performance or an artist, would do so with ample
reasoning, and often with softer words than could have been chosen.

It also can be dangerous to go too far into negative assessments because often
they will give the perception that the critic is being personally biased, rather than
accurate. In the words of critic Oscar Thompson:

On paper, the angry word looks and reads unfair, even though it may hit the nail

squarely on the head. Passion savors of bias, though it may be passion in a good
cause...Emotional writing breeds distrust of opinion. The desire to obliterate or
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to humiliate is difficult to reconcile with impartiality. The crusading critic is
likely to become more propagandist than critic.'®

The critic must maintain some pretence of objectivity in her writing in order to be
truthful, even if the truth would entail the kind of vicious response that I first created.
However, it would have gone further to damage my credibility than it would have to
soothe my seething at the event.

The balance of power here is more apparent. Although the critic can be seen as
an autonomous force, her authority comes in great measure from the publication that
employs her, such as mine coming from being associated with The Washington Post.
Especially in my case, the institution had a far greater reputation than I, and therefore
considerable power over me. Had I been an established critic, the balance would have
been different, as I would have enough capital of my own to say what I pleased.
However, the capital the paper was lending me was far greater than what I was giving
them, and so I felt I could not risk their anger, and potentially that of the Baltimore
Symphony as well, as I had little evidence to back up my claims to professionalism. It
was better, in this instance, for me to temper my response and court the power of all
institutions involved, without sacrificing the claim I had on the ability to produce the
valid and articulate opinion that I needed to establish my own authority, than to damage
these relationships by speaking the most blatant version of the truth.

It is fortunate that fear of my editors restrained me from that course, as the

potential consequences to my future credibility were only apparent to me upon later

" Thompson, 138.
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reflection. Had I been employed by a different organization, or not employed at all and
writing for myself in some other forum, the piece would have been entirely different. I
would have taken as much space and time as I felt were warranted to get my opinions
down on paper. I would have spit and fumed and cursed with all the abandon I felt, and
been every bit as vicious as I wanted. However, with newspapers, the writer represents
not only herself but also the publication, and that must serve to temper the nature of any
review.

Inflammatory writing may be attractive for its tendency to be evocative prose, and
in an instance where the audience had been less impressed with the work, I might have
leaned far more on my incendiary vocabulary. However, that kind of review would have
not only served to insult the performer, who may have deserved it, but also to insult the
audience, who did not. The audience responded well to the work, and my complete
dismissal of the performance as inferior would have also been a sign that their judgement
was faulty. It was better for my ire to be understated than overt, I still feel, although I

keep the original draft in my files for future reference.
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The BSO, Treading
Lightly and Brightly

he Baltimore Symphony Orchestra concert at
Strathmore on Thursday was a surprising mix
of the serious and the lighthearted. Even the
most serious composers occasionally move
away from serious composition, although it may take ex-
tenuating circumstances to get them to do so. Shostako-
vich wrote his “Festival Overture” because the Soviet
government told him to stop moping and write some fes-
tive music or face the consequences. He did, and it was
played at a thrilling and breakneck pace by the BSO.

Wagner wrote “Der Meistersinger” because his pock-
etbook wouldn’t withstand another unperformable epic
like The “Ring” cycle, and the arrangement presented by
conductor Mark Wigglesworth captured some favorite
moments from Wagner’s lone comic opera; it was played
with extraordinary energy.

The only problem was the Dvorak Cello Concerto pet-
formed by BSO principal cellist Ilya Finkelshteyn.
Though classical music does not have to be serious, the
experience is diminished if the performer does not take it
seriously. The lack of effort on the part of the cellist —
failing to memorize the score and spending the rests doo-
dling along with the orchestra — was detrimental to the
visual effect and the sound of the piece.

The performers have an obligation to do their best for
the people coming to the concert, and although in the
end the audience clapped and cheered, it is sad to think
that a good concert might have been great with more ef-

fort.
— Claire Marie Blaustein

Figure 4 — The Washington Post — Saturday, July 16, 2005; C05
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When I was fortunate enough to see the National Symphony Orchestra
performing the score to The Wizard of Oz, there was little in the evening for me to
disparage — the playing was good, the audience responsive, the evening lovely. As a
result, it was a positive review in all aspects, and as much a joy to write as the
performance was to attend.

This review served as a different model for me, however, as several weeks after
the show I discovered that I had been quoted. IMG Artists, the company that represented
the project, used my review as a part of their promotional materials.

In summer of 2005, the program premiered to sold out crowds at Wolf Trap and

the Ravinia Festival. Claire Marie Blaustein of The Washington Post declared, “It

was an exciting evening, and the grander message of this event was truly
something I found in my own back yard — the five children sitting next to
me...who had never seen the movie before. They were as enraptured at their first
sights of the Emerald City as I was seeing it with new eyes.”"’
To a large extent, the authority we get originates in our perceived ability to influence
readers and, through them, the commerce of music, to help the audience decide what is
and is not worth their entertainment money. A positive review, like this one, can do
wonders to validate any artistic experiment.

This brings to mind a common question for critics: how much of what we do is
actually promotion? It is true that a positive review is beneficial to the artist, and a
negative one unfortunate for them, but should a critic be any further involved in the

active promotion of artists than I was? I would say not — that no consideration besides

the critic’s own reaction to a work should be taken into account. In actively trying to

'” http://www.imgartists.com/?page=artist&id=630
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promote an artist, the critic loses as much credibility as she might when being overly
viscous towards one, as I was tempted to be towards the BSO. The perception of
fairness, of unbiased judgement, must always be maintained in order to preserve
authority. This is not to say that the critic will not have personal preferences, and voice
them at times, but only that these personal issues will not overtake an accurate
assessment of the performance.

The attention of this publicity agency also brings into question how real this
authority is. Yes, I am “Claire Marie Blaustein of The Washington Post,” but how much
does that mean? I am not Harold Schoenberg, Tim Page, or Virgil Thompson. I am not
famous or well respected for my work, at least not yet. But the mark of the publication,
especially one like The Washington Post, was sufficient to establish my authority and
make my words useful, not only for the paper, but as an endorsement for the concept of

the concert itself.
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! Off to See — and Truly Hear — ‘The Wizard’

Isaw “The Wizard of Oz" on TV when Iwas
5, sitting o my mother’s lap in my grandpar-
ents’ living room.

But [ saw it , and for the first time, on
Friday night at Trap, where a screening
of the movie was accompanied by the Nation-
al, Symphony Orchestra playing Herbert
Stothart and Harold Arlen's thoroughly imag-
Inative score. Conductor Emil de Cou, with
his trademark humor, welcomed the audience
and advised them to clap or boo ziong with
their favorite mom.ents. He also told us to sing

&gwithﬁusongs—btnwhenwegot
e.

There are many *echnical challenges in a
performance lixe this — not the least that the
orchestra musicians must keep pace with a
screen they cannot see and singers who can-
not hear them. The NSO navigated ail of these
bumps in the yellow brick road, and having
the music in the foreground of the film
brought out elements and moirents that csu-
ally go unnoticed. From the frightening taran-

tella of the Wicked Witch to the melodies of

“there’s no place like home,” the threads of
the film ere woven together by the music.

It was an exciting evening, and the grander
message of this event was truly something |
found in my own back yard — the five chil-
dren sitting next to me, aged 2 to 6, who had
never seen the movie before. They were as en-
raptured at their first sights of the Emerald
City as I was seeing it wit new cyes.

Together with the NSO, we were all off to

see the Wizard,
- Claire Marie Blaustein
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Classical music is already a marginal part of the wider musical world, but if there
were possibly an even smaller subset, it would be reserved for new music. Those who
are interested are devoted, and the rest of the world probably cares even less about new
composers than those of the 18" and 19" century who have the mythology of greatness
and genius behind them.

Because I have been trained to do so, my instinct was, and still is, to promote this
music. As Susan McClary writes in her essay Terminal Prestige:

[M]uch of the university curriculum is devoted to a usually futile attempt at

instilling a very artificial demand for academic music in young musicians. We

shame students for their incorrigible tastes in popular music and browbeat them
with abstract analytical devices in hopes that they will be influenced by, say,
stochasticism and will maintain the illusion that this kind of abstract
experimentation informs the future of music.*
My undergraduate education fully turmed me out with a feeling that somehow I just
wasn’t getting it, but with further exposure, and more study, I would come to understand
and appreciate the artistic value of these works. My purpose as a critic became to
promote a similar understanding in my readers. But to what end? I wished to support
public interest in new music, but it begs the question — should it be supported at all?
Milton Babbitt dismissed such intervention in his essay “Who Cares if you Listen?”

Those well-meaning souls who exhort the public “just to listen to more

contemporary music,” apparently on the theory that familiarity breeds passive

acceptance. Or those, often the same well-meaning souls, who remind the
composer of his ‘obligation to the public,” while the public’s obligation to the

20 Susan McClary, "Terminal Prestige: The Case of Avant-Garde Music Composition," in Keeping Score:
Music, Disciplinarity, Culture, ed. David Schwartz, Anahid Kassabian, and Lawrence Siegel
(Charlottesville: Univesity Press of Virginia, 1997), 61.
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composer is fulfilled, manifestly, by mere physical presence in the concert hall or
before a loudspeaker.”’

Babbitt scorned this kind of passive reception, believing that it gained nothing either for
the public or for the composer. In addition, few critics have the technical knowledge to
unravel the most esoteric performances, those with a complex mathematical or theoretical
basis, or an impenetrable sonic front. Restricting this to my own situation and
experience, rather than “familiarity breeding passive acceptance,” familiarity went further
to breed contempt. Through repeated exposure I certainly wasn’t much closer to
“getting” the music, or appreciating it particularly. It was difficult to fathom how my
readers would have a different reaction, particularly in response to my writing, which
given my lack of understanding, could be nothing more than vague.

Even while being indoctrinated through university I found it difficult to fathom
how a music that no one wanted to hear, not just at its inception, but half a century later
in the case of many of Babbitt’s own works, could represent the future of music.
However, now in my work as a critic, and particularly in the instance of this concert, I
was presented with works of which I had little comprehension and being asked to review
them. I could have taken the tactic of giving my most blatant opinions of the work, but
the sense that someone might appreciate this music, if not me, still held fast. I was
unable to overcome my programming for this particular work, and although this is
another instance where slander of the work might have been therapeutic for me and

perhaps even interesting for the readers, I was concerned that it could be potentially

2! Milton Babbitt, "Who Cares If You Listen?," in Music in the Western World, ed. Piero Weiss and
Richard Taruskin (New York: Schirmer Books, 1958), 532.
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damaging to my authority as a critic. If I were seen in the public view, or at least that of
those with interest in the subject, as being biased, or worse, uneducated, my judgements
would be less effective in areas in which I had more knowledge and authority.

Sadly, the resulting review did little either to promote a more complete
understanding of the works, as I had little myself, or to make any groundbreaking
attempts at dissolving inaccurate expectations of public consumption or understanding of
new music. [ still inserted the comments that I felt could be justified — the concert was
exceedingly long, and the performers were compelling — but as to the quality of the works
themselves, I found myself without words to describe them. I have to hope that later in
my career, I will feel more comfortable saying what I actually feel about these kinds of
concerts, and not hiding behind a false sense of necessity to support these works. But in
the meantime, I have to comfort myself that my illusions about new music are not unique
to me, nor firm in their hold, as I recognize the problematic nature of my education about

avant-garde composition.
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The Capitol Hill Chamber
Music Pestival gave its second
“Sounds of Slovenia” concert
Sunday at St. Mark’s Church, and
the few but stalwart attcndees
were presented with an epic
exploration of music by recent
Slovenian composers.

The program offered a wide
variety of sounds and styles.
Composer Brina Jez was present
at the concert, and her work
employed technical effects such
as using a recording as second
player to violinist Branko
Brezavscek in “Silence or They
Are All So Nice and Handsome.”

In contrast, Ivo Petric’s Sonata
for Flute and Piano, performed by
artistic director Jeffrey Cohan
and pienist Jeffrey Chappell,
rerninded one of sonalas by
Prokotiev and Shostakovich.

But the crowning work of the
evening was a world premiere -

STYLE

“Four Tempceraments,” by Igor
Dekleva. This set of songs was
hauntingly performed by snprano
Kate Vetter Cain and Chappell.
The final song, “Cholera,”
memorialized the cholera
epidemic of 1998, and mixed in
clements of the Catholic requiem
chant “Dies Irac” with the
Slovenian text in a heart-rending
and twisted waltz.

Figure 6 — The Washington Post — Tuesday, August 9, 2005; C02
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Although hearing several
works of eight composers gave a
broad overview of styles, it also
created a sensory overload. It was
such a massive 2% hours of music
that it wasn't casy to process any
one part of il. But, perbaps in
smaller doses, the music of
Slovenia will start to infiltrate the
wider clussical music world.

= Claire Marie Blaustein
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MAGAZINES

After daily newspapers, the largest outlet for classical music critics is in
magazines. Although they are also print media, and therefore hold some of the sense of
permanency and historic significance of the newspaper, they do not have the same sense
of timeliness that is inherent in a daily paper, since they are generally printed on a longer
publishing schedule — weekly or monthly as opposed to daily. They are also not general
interest publications, but usually center on a particular subject area (in this case music)
and appeal to an audience who seeks them out for the information they contain. They are
directed and specific, and for the critic, offer different opportunities and challenges.

As magazines containing classical music criticism are most often devoted
particularly to music, if not specifically classical music (The Gramophone, BBC Music,
Muso), or even one specific area of classical music (Strings, Classical Guitar Digest,
Double Bassist), the critic is working with a vastly different readership than that of a
general interest daily paper. Magazine readers have sought out a publication tailored to
their interests, and made the effort to consume something that is restricted to one genre.
Therefore, they will presumably be more knowledgeable, more interested, and more open
to deeper exploration of musical topics. With this audience in mind, the critic may delve
into the concerts or recordings that she is reviewing, assume a reader’s understanding of
concepts and practices of music, and use terminology that must be avoided in general

interest publications.
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Additionally, a magazine generally offers more space than a newspaper, needing
to fill its hundred pages with material, rather than just a single or double fold of an arts
section. This additional space allows for longer articles, which suits a readership with
more specific interests and who might be willing to read a 2,000-word article on new
breathing techniques of opera singers or the discovery of one of Beethoven’s
handkerchiefs. Increased space also breeds a new kind of writing — that of the feature
article. Similar to the longer pieces written for newspapers, they need not reference any
current event. These exploratory works take the reader deeper into individuals and
concepts in the music world, and offer the critic the opportunity to expound on musical
subjects that may not be related directly to a performance event.

The same debate between what is and is not “criticism” can be seen here,
although the line is decidedly less clear than in newspapers. It is not only the practical
reality that that most music critics will end up writing material other than reviews of
concerts, (to return momentarily to facts and figures, 85% of the critics interviewed in
The Classical Music Critic study said that they wrote profiles of musicians or musical
figures).”> There is also the fact that given the ability to bring in both current and
historical context, make broader theorizations as to the nature of music and the subject’s
place within it, the feature article for magazines is actually closer to the kind of analytical
criticism that a critic might aspire to but are impossible in the shorter reviews she also

produces.

2 Conrad, 16.
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There is an additional reason that magazines tend to depend more heavily on
feature writing than newspapers: the issue of timing. Magazines are not published at the
same rate as newspapers, and so must be tailored to a monthly or bi-monthly distribution.
Timely concert reviews would have little place here, since the performance and
performers would be long gone by the time the publication even went into production,
much less print. Feature pieces have a much longer shelf life than discussions of
concerts.

Since concert reviews are impractical, the attention paid to live performances
tends to be present in preview articles or concert listings, which provide information
about events that are upcoming. Even in these instances, where direct commentary is
scarce, criticism is being performed. It is a form of advance criticism — the writer is
asked to make her opinions of ensembles or soloists known not by explicitly passing
judgement, but by deciding which concerts are likely to be of interest and worthy of the
reader’s attention and including them in their listings. There are obviously obstacles with
this type of criticism, since the writer has no way of knowing that a particular concert by
an ensemble with a less than stellar reputation might be well worth the time to see it, or
that a performance by a well respected performer might be one of the worst of their
career. The writer’s judgement is completely based on reputation, personal feelings and
past experience. This might appear to be flawed, even biased, but it is difficult to deny
that these elements of bias are present in every work of criticism, whether overtly or
covertly. Just as the critic cannot be completely independent, neither can a concert stand

entirely alone. Any work of criticism contains elements both of judgement on the events
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presented and the influence of experience and expectation. Although the preview cannot
balance bias with fact, it still functions in a manner similar to the concert review. In this
case the authority of the critic is even more important, especially the reader’s belief in her
experience and expertise, as there can be little within the article itself to justify her
decisions of which concerts to include or not. In the case of a critic whose name is not
recognizable, the borrowed authority of the publication comes into play, since the
readership has sought out this particular publication by its reputation for quality.

The timing and size of magazines do not completely eliminate the need for
reviews. Magazine publishers have turned to music with an extended lifespan —
recordings. CD reviews account for the greater proportion of the writing within these
publications and are a mainstay of their existence. The Gramophone, which touts itself as
“the best classical music magazine,” advertises its extensive coverage of recording
reviews, with up to 150 in a month.”> These reviews function for readers as a guide to
possible consumption, in a manner similar to live performance reviews in a newspaper, as
well as helping to promote the interest of labels and recording distribution companies
whose advertisements allow the magazine to function.

From the perspective of the critic, the CD review is both similar and dissimilar to
reviewing a live performance. Obviously, there is greater opportunity for scrutiny, since
a track can be replayed for further analysis. The listening process is completely

disassociated from any performance space or temporal situation — it can be listened to in

2 Haymarket Publishing - Gramophone [Web Site] (accessed 10 January 2006); available from
http://www.haymarketgroup.com/products/index.cfm?fuseaction=showProduct&product]D=22 &regionID=
0.
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small portions, at any time and in any place. With the evolution of the iPod, most of my
recording reviewing happens while I am in transit — walking or on the bus. There are no
visuals to describe or reference, and the expectations of the performance are much higher
because the critic is aware of the myriad of opportunities within a studio setting for
retakes and postproduction adjustments.

However, the connection between CD reviews and the magazine more deeply
locates the magazine within the music industry. The companies provide the CD’s for the
magazine, and it is their advertisements that keep the publication in business. It is not to
say that other print publications are not profit oriented, but when the print media is
particularly devoted to promoting the material it discusses, there arises some potential for
conflict between ideals of “journalistic integrity” and necessity for advertising dollars.
One of the few things distinguishing magazine writing from pure advertising is that the
writer is not being compensated directly by the music companies for her work. The
magazine still holds the decision to publish or not publish a review of any CD, and that
gives just enough distance to make the process legitimate. However, as I discovered, the
writing would still occasionally have the feeling of ad copy — of unpaid promotion for the
artists and organizations mentioned.

Despite fewer space constraints in other areas of the publication, the bulk of
recording reviews tend to remain short — 200-300 words apiece. There are exceptions for
featured recordings or editor’s reflections, but generally, these reviews are succinct and
clear-cut, with a rating providing easy reference for the reader. This is part of the

publisher’s desire to cover as many recordings as possible in the space allotted, as this
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“consumer’s guide” element of the publication is often what keeps the publication afloat,
eliciting both reader interest and advertising dollars, so the space allotted for criticism
remains restricted.
Grode

I was fortunate enough to gain employ with a magazine that offered all of these
elements of critical writing. La Scena Musicale is “The most important music magazine
in Quebec and Canada,” along with its sister English publication and The Music Scene,
where I worked.?* The Music Scene distributes 40,000 copies with approximately 80,000
readers for each of their English language quarterly issues. They are distributed
nationwide, with focuses on urban areas of Ottawa, Southern Ontario, Winnipeg,
Edmonton, Calgary, Vancouver, and Victoria.

The readership for this particular magazine is very clearly divided — the two major
groups are “music lovers aged 40+ and “musicians.”” 91% of the readers have a
university education, and a dedicated interest in music. This slim demographic, with an
education and interest in classical music, is vastly different from the audience I had in my
work with a daily paper. This allowed for the adjustments to language and content that
could be expected with a knowledgeable audience.

The magazine contains all the elements I described above — feature articles,
concert listings, and CD reviews. For each quarterly issue I wrote the Southern Ontario

Instrumental Preview, describing upcoming events in the Toronto Area. I also wrote a

* La Scena Musiciale Media Kit, [PDF] (accessed 11 January 2006); available from
http://www.scena.org/pdf-files/sm11Medkit.eng.pdf.

3 The Music Scene Media Kit, [PDF] (accessed 11 January 2006); available from
http://www.scena.org/pdf-files/TMS-MediaKit.pdf.
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series of pieces featuring the owners of classical music record stores in Canada. It was
primarily in these works that I had the feel of writing advertisements, but again, the
distance given by not being compensated by the organizations in question, or in my case,
not at all, maintained some distance between the subject and myself. After several
months with the publication, I was offered a chance to write a cover article on Peter
Oundjian, conductor and artistic director of the Toronto Symphony Orchestra. My work
with this publication further illuminated the need to adapt my writing from one
publication to the next.
aSHeire

Both of these features on independent record stores began as interviews.
Although the original intention was for them to be phone interviews, the assignments
were given to me only days before the print deadlines, which necessitated resorting to a
less interesting, but more expedient mode of interview, via email. With text, there is no
chance to probe for a deeper answer, or question the respondent’s tone of voice. They
also have ample opportunity to consider their answers, and make changes before sending
it off. Had these been hard-hitting interviews with elusive performers, this might have
been a problem. However, “puff piece” is apt description for these, given that they
required no significant digging for information, and the resulting stories were intended to
be positive support for these business. They served far less purpose in increasing my
skills as a reporter than my practice at writing for this particular publication. I took the
results of the interviews and adapted them into a narrative form, including the

storeowner’s recommendations for favorite classical recordings. Neither of these was
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particularly exciting, but good preparation for a writer who was just trying to enter the
field of magazine writing — proving an ability to do an interview, as well as organize a

coherent story.
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usic may be the food of love, but
M it is also a labour of love for
ihose dedicated enough to devote
their lives and livelihoods to it. In tius
world of music megastores, independsnt spe-
aalty record stores, sspecially thase dadicated
to classical music, are few and far batwesn
Haveevar, the people who own and rua them do
so out of a passion Tor their work that rivals
that af the musicians on the dises thay sl

e of these stores i the Twzlfth Nght
Music Shoppe. owned and operatad by Faul
Cellatly. He doesn't have a farmal bachgreund
in music but music had been in hus life from as
eady a5 high schaal whan he 0f d at dancas to
when he became 3 record buyer for the Wilfred
Lavrier Liniversity Bockstore. Gellatly describes
himsalf as an “avid hstener” He was cartanly
aad encugh te turn his attention to sslkng
dassical music when his he deceded to leava his
former caeer My career a3 2 retakr special-
izing in Classical & Jazz CDs started out with
tiras,” Cellatly said via email 1 had put 2¢
vears in with the ndusty. . [so] | decided I'd
had anough of corporate life. traveling and
mestings. and I'd Liks to try my hand at some-
thing alse "

Around 1993, when Cellatly left sefling tires
to open 3 business with Ius wife. there ware
many classical rcord shops across Ontano
but none in Kitchenerwaterloo. Thev decided
to Uy and close that gap, and although there
was alwavs the faar that the ventwe would be
unsuggessful, they tned to maintan a positwe
attitude. As he savs. “Even if things want terri-
bly wmne—although unhkely—the waorst that
could happen would bz that we wauld end up
with a great CD collection!”

Fartunately for them. and the communities
in Wateleo and Cuelph. 2 of 2001, wheo they

28
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opened a secand location, they dudn’t just end
up with a large personal collecticn. The busi-
ness teok off. and has been runnmng ever since
Stil, that doesn’t mean there are no chal-
lenges. What usually makes these smallsr busi-
nesses go under is caompetition from corporate
chan stores But the competition dossin't par-
ticularly bother Gellatly—Dhe sess it as 2 chal-
lenge. He savs, “Sure I'm in competition with
other stares. but competition 15 3 good thing
it msans vou have to do things right and at a
fair price. You have 10 look for a niche and fill it
10 the best of vour abibty.”

Running these stores is not an easy ob. but
Gaellatly thinks that it just takes 3 particular
kind of person to do it *| den't think it's diffi-
cult f vouTe the rght bind of person. You have
2 ba fairly knowledgeable. outgung, person-
able and disciplined. If you get along with pea-
ple, know your muse and take care of pea-
pla's needs at a fair price you're going to keep
customers conting bach,” he wxplains

The customers do keep coming back, and
after 12 vaars. the Twelfth Night Music Shappe
5 still going strong. Celatly s gong stong
too—fuelled by the pleasure he gets from
helping customears find exactly what they are
locking for. "Every time 3 customer kzaves with
2 smile an thair face and says tharks for help-
g them out. it feels graat” he beams

FaulGellatly s tep § recording recommenda-
twoas

Cnw of my favourite choral CDs isn't even in
the Philips <atalogue at present the Yrould
Premiere Fecording of Berlinz  MWasse
Solennale by John Eliot Gaddiner. the
Montzverdi  Chair  and  the  Orchestrz
Revalutionnaie et Romantius. |ts best to hs-
ten to it with the volume up and nobody 2lse

Figure 7 — The Music Scene, Fall 2005, p 28
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| love, play on!”

i Twelfth Night (1,1, 1-3)

CLAIRE MARIE BLALISTEIN

around so there are no intztruptions. A gaod
recording hke this nne wan't be nut of the cat-
alogue for long so watch for it to be re-issued
{Fhilips 464 635-2}

A recording that is cunently available and 3
real stzal in my opmion is the Handel CO that
Atma has released by Suzie Leblanc. They've
packaged this €D with thew cataloguz and
redeased it at 2 budget prica! It can't be toppsd
at that price in my opimon and it is 3 fine add+
tion to any collection. even if anly for casy lis-
tening. (Atma ACD2-2387)

Not to take anything way from Angsla
Hewitt's Bach recandings for Hyperan, for you
will pever go far wrong with them, my personal
favourile of the Well-Tempered Clavier. Book |
is stilithe RCA recording by Sviatoslay Richtsi
It's part of KCA Red Seal's Classic Lbrary and it
really is an amazing recording —and at mid-
price! Even f you hawe I or 3 recordings of
Book 1. go out and get this Richter receord-
ing—you won't be sorvy (RCA 32876-62315-
2)

| aften wonder if the 2(th century will be
known as the age of the guitar Surely the gui-
tar is featured on more recardings and in more
hits” than any other instrumant. It's «asy to
foiget what a wondaful instrument the Lute is
Fick up 3 capy of Hopkinson Smith’s Bach
Losuwre da luth and voull bz pleasantly sur-
prised. It 15 3 Z-CD st and from the very first
trach wau'll be able to hear bwow warm the lute
sounds and what 3 master Hophinson is. This
repackagng has unfortunately saen the hner
notes trimmed back considerably howerer. at
hali the price. you can't go wiong (Nave
E3000)

Ancther title off the beaten track but 2 won-
daiful find s “The Harp of Luduvico™ by
Andrew Lawrence-King on the Hyperion label
Petar Simic. n o Suelph store, loves to put
on this racarding when the stor s full just to
see how many copws will sell! There ware no
teachars of the histoncal harp and Andrew
LawrencaKing had to teach himszli how to
play it by studying historical sources. It is quite
nteresting # you take the time to read about it
bul ven if you don't. it's nice just to listen to
him an this beautiful nstrument (Hypenon
CDas6513)

Thes i the fiest of 3 senes of artckes on
Canada’s indepeondant nwsx retadere.
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Sikora: Vancouver's CD Valhalla

BY CLAIRE BLAUSTEIN

veryane has their own idea of heav-

en As a classical musician | always

picturad my valhalla as 3 big record

stare in the sky, with thousands and

thousandls of CDs 1o pick from. But it rns aut

| don’t have ta wait for the afterlife for my

viston (o come frue. | could just go to
Vanconver instead.

Vancouver's Sikora's Classical Records has a

stock of 25,000 albums. Twenty-fire THOU-
SAND, Everything is there: classical CDs, classi-
¢al concert and apera DVDAVideos, Super
Audw CDs and DVD-Audios. s well as vinyl LPs

for those who prefer older technological forms

Sikora’s has been up and vunning for over
25 years, an impressive teat {or any business,
especially one dealing v the niche market of
classical music. It got started in 1978 when
Rod Horsley gat together with Dick and
Dorothy Sikora and decided that Vancouver
needed 2 store that would help foster a strong,
classical presence in the city.

Although Dick is still involved with the
store, he has turned over the day-10-day busi
ness to kd Savenyve and Roger Scobie, wha are
as dedicated to the distribution of classical

SIKORA'S TOP 5 STAFF CD

Schulhoff: Plano Music, Kathryn Stott

BIS CD 1249

Contemporary prano music by Czech com-
poser Ervin Schulhotf performed by the ever
fascinaring Kathryn Stott.

Cavalieri: Lamentations

Alpha €D 011

Everything on the Alpha label iy exceptional.
This is a masterful and histarically authentic
pecformance of Itakan Baroque music which is
beautifully packaged with a 32 -page booklet.
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music s were its founders

Waorking in a classical music store had not
been in the stars for either of the men. | have
a BSc in Cell/Molecular Biclogy and an MSc in
Cenatics,” Savenye said about his academic
hackground “l have taken some basic pano
lessons to a certain level.” Roger Scobie does
haw a degree in music — he studied piano at
the Victoria Conservatary - though he doesn’t
play any longer. Yet. its apparent that hoth are
equally devoted to music and excited about
their work

Fou Edl Savenye and Roger Scobie. Sikora's is

more than a store. it's a part of the dlassical
music community in Vancouver. “We have a very
broad base of regular customers here who have
been regular customers for many, many years,”
Scobie said. "And we do a lot of promotion for
local concerts, selling tickets.”

“We're located right next ta the large print
music  shop in Vancouver [long and
McQuade| . _and that's where the young musi-
¢ians come to get their scores. So a lot of
young, mirsicians come through here trying to
promote their concerts.”

Through promoting local artists and selling

Berlloz: Les Nults d'ete; Ravel,
Sheherazade; songs by Poulenc and
Debussy, Regine Crespin

DeccaCD 460973 2

The legendary Regine Crespin in a number of
her most outstanding performances, all at a
hudget price!

Le belle immagini: Myslivecek, Mozart
and Gluck opera arias, Magdalena Kozena
DG CD 4713342

It is refreshing and exciting to hear Myslivicek

tickets to events, Sikora's keeps itself actively
mvolved w the musical community.  Burt the
store itself is also 3 community. especially for
the people who have been shopping there
since the beginning

‘We offer a great selecton of the music
people know and love trom their expenences
growng up and aftending concerts,” Savenye
said. “We have a great, frierxlly and knowiedye
able stafl - it makes for a good impression and
a great esperience shopping at the slore
People fecl gnod about coming here to shop”

With larges chain stores becoming the
norm. there is a feac that smaller businesses
may not be able  compete. So far. Sikora's
hasn't been attected “Things have remained
pretry stable overall here * said Savenye. “Our
LARGE selection of classical titles keeps us in
gaod (or better) standing with respect to
any compelition. Customers {ell us the other
outlets are cutting back significantly on their
dassical inventory, sa our selection puts us in a
relatively good position

Although business is going well. it hasn't
been an entiely smouth path for Scobie and
Savenye. As they Il tell you, any enterpnse ot
this magnitude bas its ups and downs,

“We haven't had any real difficulties with
the basic aperation of the store,” Savenye sawd
“[But] Roger and | were just handed the store
when Rod developed some senous health con-
cerns. Thal was a very emotionally shocking
event - with a very STEEP learning curve | can
tell you!”

“Probabiy the worst thing was Lhe four
months of Transit strike that started just as
Roger and | took over the store from Rod. The
best - [it’s] hard 1o say. | think the privilege of
being at the store, warking here, being able tn
say one truly enjoys their job - the ‘Sikora's
experience’ as a whole has to be the best.”

PICKS:

- a lesser known but very delightful composer
- on the same disc with some well-loved
Mozart and Cluck arias, performed by the
magnificent Magdalena Kozena.

Rameau: Une Symphonie imaginalire, Les
Musiciens du Louvre,

Marc Minkowski

Archiv 477 557 8

Energetic French Baroque music interpreted
by some of the best musicians in the field.

Delightful.

Figure 8 — The Music Scene, Winter 2006, p 46
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Southern Ontario
Instrumental Preview

BY CLARE M=RIE BLAUSTEIN

Fall 15 2 season of many moods - diead. for

thase students rewuming to schoal content-
ment, for thase with happy summer memones:
and joy for the music lover, becausz fall marks
the start of the regular season for thew favonte
ensembles

The Taronto Svmphony Crchesta has a par-
ticularly promusing fall ahead. with many star
studded performances. In thew wpening Gala
Performance.  Feter  Cundjian  conducts
Rachmaninufi's Second Sympheny and pano
sensaticon Lang Lang in Chopin's ¥t Plano
Concerto, which s sure to show off Lang Lang's
particular brand of wrtvasite (Dctobar 1y
Latar concerts bring a battary of violinists -
Nadja Salerno-Sormenberg (October 14-15) in
Mendelszohns Violin Concerta. Finchas
Zukerman and the National arts Cente
Crchestra plaving Beethoven's Viakn Concerto
(Dctober 21}, and James Ehnes (Cctober 29
309 n 3 progiam nspired by Italy, featuning
Raspighi. ¥ivaldi and Paganini That concert will
be cenducted by Cinandrea Noseda. who will
also continue the wechestia’s Tond wish for
warmer weathzt and trbute to Italy in a con-
cert of Respighis fmes of Reme and
Tehaikovsky's Copiacas fraken (November 23,

November 9 marks Remembiance Day, which
will be commemanated with 3 spaoial condert
by the Toronto Symphony Onchastia and the
Linivarsity of Toronte Mackillan Singers. They
will parform great pieces of music expressing

| Furios Baroque Ensamble

the horrors of war. Bazthoven's 4% Symphony
written as one smpire fell in 1306, and Vaughan
Wiliams™ Dens Nobis Facen, 9 ples far peace
in the wake of YW1 Unfortunately. the turmail
of waris sull with us tadav. and mare recent

rflactions may come forward in the workd pre-
miere of the TSO commission by Andrew
MacDonald. War Aachine.

In the world of 2ady music, Tafelmusik starts
off the season with 3 greatest-hits concert —
Best of the Barogue (September 21-25)
There is no way to go wrang with this world-
class ensemble plaving Telemann's Water
Music, Bach's Cancerto for Twe Violns, and
Rameau's Hippoldte ot Ance Their second
concert. a Trbote to Rome (October 12-16)
may prove to be more mventive. demonstrating
the profound influence this city had on the
musical development of all of Europe, begin-
ning with it's own composers and then maving
to ther disciples. The | Furiosi Baroque
Ensembrle takes a wiigr twist with its program-
ming this fall. beginning with thair fatredoc ton
to the Beay (September 30). which sxplores
the naughty and not-so naughty bits™ of the
human form. starting at the top and working
their way dawn,

Moving to the other end of the temporal
spectrum, tha Esprit Oichestia is kicking off its
season Uclaber 5% with a warld prenvere by
R Muray Schafer — Thunder Perfect Ming,
fer voice and orchestra. This CBC Radio Music
commissior was  specially  composed  far
Esprt’s guast artist, mezzo-soprana Eleanc
lames. Also part of the concert s Arw Fait's
Tabwls rasa for twa viohns, prepared piano and
string orchestim On the same day, as part of
their 35t Apniversary Szason the New Music
Cancerts will present clarinetist and compuosar
Jorg Widmann, playing the Canadian pramisres
of four of his own works (October 150 Then
later in the manth The Univarsity of Taronto
will play host to composer Steve Reich as part
of thair Visiting Artists series. Along with a lec-
turs on October 22, there will be a pafar-
mance The tusk of Steve Rach: A Sound-
stezams Concert (Cotober 301 The program
will include Reich’s infectious Drummang and
the Zanadian premiere of You Are [Variatons),

Figure 9 — The Music Scene, Fall 2005, p 31
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Although much of the programming ths
spring will be focused on Mozart's 250 burth-
day. Becthoren's Z3S™ on December (5t
hasn't besn totally forgottan, and many mwuse-
cans are celebrating with cycles of Bezthovan'’s

works. Evgeny Kissin will start the celebiation
ofi with the Teronto Symphony Orchestra
undsr the batan of Sir andrew Davis, with all
five of Basthowen's vared and wandeiful Fuano

Concerti (Qitober 5. 7). The @arky and more
Mozartian Numbers 1. 2, and 3 will b2 on
Qztober 5™ and the heroic and turbulent
Kumbers 4 and 5 (the Emperos Concerto;, will
bz on Getober 7

Moving from keys to strings. the Kitchener
Waterloo Chamber Music Sociaty has two
Bezthoven-centered concerts this fall. The
world-renowned Miré String Quartet. praised
forits treatment of thesa works in the past, wil
play Besthoven's six Opus 13 sting quartets
(November 11). These were the first quartets
that Beethoven ever published. and demon-
strate a particular moment in the history of the
genre. as he moved from the hghter touch of
Haydn to the complete metamarphasis of the
later quartets. The Mire Quaitet is releasing a
recording of these wurks on the Vanguand
Label Iatar this wear Jeremy Findlay and Elzna
Braslavksy will alsa be celebrating the big day
in Kitchenz-Waterlon, with a complete per-
formance of the five Besthoven celle sonatas
(Deczmber 19}

Fall is definitely upan us. but the warm
weather tradition of music festivals is not quite
ready 1o let go. Thete are saveral o the
Toronto area this fall that should capture onz's
attention

In Barrie, the Colowrs of Musir: festival {Sapt
2205t 2) will host a wide spectrum of artists
and performances. Thare will be a Bassoon
Bonanza on September 260 with Eill
Cannawdy. Elizabeth Cowen. Julie Shier and
Jerry Robmson bringing togsther 3 mix of
Frohofiey. the Beatles and PD.Q. Bach The
eclsctic percussion ensemble Hasus alwavs
delivers 3 ungue listening =xperisnce and will
ba parforming at the festwval on the 279 But
for the mare classically inchned, thare will be
recitals from some <f Canada’s foremast
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solusts, imchading Anton Kuerts and James  New Musk Concerts
Campbell. and a lighlight appearance fromi the (418 96 [-2833, wurinzwmusizoincerts.com
Fendarecki Strng Cuantst (September 27)  Umiversity of Toronto
plaving Mozart. Ravzl and Besthoven, 414} 975-3744 wwwmusic torento ca
The acadzmic year gets undsrway at The  Kitchener-Waterloo Chamber Music Society

-

Vannick Nezet-$¢,

Uiaversity of Toronte with the Internationsl  836-1673, swsk-srms.com
Bach Festival {Cctober 2-61. Tha opening con-  Colours of Music Festival
cert on October 19 will be a feat of massive (705 726-4980 swwccdousofmusiz.ca
prapartions with Yvaldis Concerte far Fowr  Great Romantics Festival
Viohns peformed by students from the Faculty  (408; §26-2140 <23674
of Music and Bach’s Concarte for Four pianss Svwwartsat et greatromantics.htad
plaved by fow members of the Faculty, Beig's  Abilites Festival
Vol Cancerto mav iriclve only one soloist, (4153 9eA-0T93 higp:/swws.abilitiesfestival vies
but Scott St John © sura to make it no less
spactacular. The festval cantinues wih its
Cartata saties — each of the five davs will faa-
ture a different Bach Cantata, rehearsed,
esplained, and performed live and on staga
In Cictober McMaster Linivers ity will hast its
1% annusl Crsat Ramantics Festival {Tctober 6.
3}, This sznes of bzcturss and concerts bangs
tegether many of the greatest compuosers of that
emotionally chaigad e1m. 1t will be a bevbard-full
festival, incliding a Piano Cala (Octaber &) of
“Tales fram Old Visnna® and the Creg Fiano
Concento in A minor with ¥alens Tryon and the
Hamiltan Fhilharmonic Dchestra {Datobar 63
Music can seem miaculaus all an ite own -
brauty coming seenmngly from thin air Bt
when the performars have the added challenge
of 3 disability, then the miracle of music sxtends
fac beyond the expanence of the listener The
Abilitias Festival in Toranto (Dctober 27-30)
celebrates just that, performers who have over-
come more than the standard odds v bnng
their art t life. Their second gala performance
at the Clen Could Studias on the 23t - art
wath an Edge — will indude young vialin virtu-
oso Adrian Anantawan. who was bom without 3
night hand. He had s dsbut at the Kannedy
Center in (%32, plaved with the MNational Arts
Ceuncil Orchestra, and will be perferming with
the Toronto Symphany Cxchastra in November
Toroato Symphony Orchestra
(4o B93-4825 wrwtsoonia
Tafelmusik - (415) 964 -6337 wuwwtafelmusit ceg
1 Furiosi Baroque Ensemble « wawduriosi cam
Esprit Orchestra
i 4o 366-7723, wasesprtachestrasom

32 themusicicene  Fall zoos
Figure 10 — The Music Scene, Fall 2005, p 32
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After proving my ability to do interviews with the earlier record store works, the
chance came up to do a cover story. This interview with conductor Peter Oundjian was
by far the most exciting project I was given for The Music Scene, and while the record
interviews might have been “puff pieces,” here the term “big break™ would hardly be
inappropriate. I was desperate to do well, and prove to my editors and myself that I was
up to the challenge.

Actually getting the interview was far more complicated than I had anticipated — 1
actually had to call him while he was on tour in Paris, and make myself understood to a
hotel clerk who did not speak English, and laughed at my pronunciation of Oundjian’s
last name. What resulted, however, was a 45-minute phone interview, from which I
produced the following article.

When reviewing a concert by someone famous, a critic still gets to be a bit
distant. They don’t know who you are in the crowd, and probably you will never meet.
However, doing an interview is different — they know who you are, and you certainly
know who they are. You are making a direct impression on them, and not through your
writing, but through your ability to have a conversation. You have to be able to not only
get the subject to answer your prepared questions, but also respond to their questions of
you. You need to follow the changes of direction that naturally occur in any dialogue,
while still getting the material you need for the piece.

All in all it was an amazing experience, not only for the rush of seeing my name
in print, which never gets old, but also for proving that [ was ready for the next big

challenge.
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Peter Oundjian — Cover Story
The Music Scene — Spring 2006
By: Claire Marie Blaustein

For many conductors, setting foot on the podium is comparable to standing on the peak of
Mount Olympus. Like the all-powerful Zeus, they appear impossibly distant from both
players and audience members. Not so with conductor Peter Oundjian, whose passion
and warmth are palpable, even from the nosebleed seats of Roy Thomson Hall.

His climb to the podium has not been the most direct Oundjian spent most of his musical
career as a violinist in the Tokyo String Quartet, but focal dystonia forced him to trade
his bow for a baton. “I stopped playing because I had a condition with my left hand that
prevented me from having freedom of movement, so I had no choice but to stop playing,
and I always had a passion for conducting. So it turns out that you never know where
you’re going to have a silver lining. I can’t say that I’'m glad that happened to my hand,
exactly, but if it hadn’t happened, I would never be doing what I’m doing.”

He worked his way across the globe in his pursuit of conducting, beginning at the
Caramoor Music Festival in New York, and then moving to become the music director of
Amsterdam’s Nieuw Sinfonietta. Last year he returned to his native Canada to become
music director of the Toronto Symphony Orchestra, where he is currently finishing his
second season with the ensemble. At the time of this interview, he was on the road in
Paris, to conduct the Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France. Even through the
phone, the distance between us was traversed as Oundjian spoke candidly and engagingly
about his transition to conducting, the New Creations Festival, and his hopes for the
future.

TMS: Does your focal dystonia affect your conducting at all?

PO: It doesn’t affect anything except when I play the violin, which I actually just did for
a fundraiser last week. It’s always frustrating when I play the violin, because my fingers
go into a spasm. But that’s why they call it focal — because when I play the piano, it
doesn’t affect me at all, and it doesn’t affect anything in my daily life or conducting.

TMS: What drew you to conducting?

PO: When you’ve made music for people for that many years, you’re kind of addicted to
it. I needed to find another outlet, and I had always a passion for it — I had studied
conducting when I was young — so it was kind of the obvious thing. I wasn’t going to
learn another instrument at the age of 39, so it was something that appeared in front of
me, as that was the only door to walk through. Which is lucky in life, in a way, when you
get to a crisis point, most people are “should I do this, should I do that?” For me, there
was no question.
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TMS: This your second year working with the TSO — has your relationship with the
orchestra changed?

PO: It’s like anything else, you meet somebody — whether it’s a friend or whatever — and
you hit it off. Then you get to know each other and the relationship strengthens. It’s very
similar in that way — I think we understand each other better. The more repertoire we do,
the more they find out what kind of things I’'m looking for and how to understand my
gestures even more quickly. Something is developing in the sound that is more what I’'m
looking for, and even in terms of response, its getting quicker and quicker. A closer
relationship is developing, musically, between myself and the players.

TMS: What are you looking for in the sound?

PO: You’re looking for an enormous number of sounds — more and more colors, more
and more sensitivity, more impulsiveness sometimes. The music dictates what you’re
looking for in the sound. But what I’m looking for that whatever I’m picturing in my
head I can get across and they can respond to that. I think this is what’s developing — a
kind of instant sensitivity not only to sound, but delicacy of phrasing and the making of a
magical moment that is way beyond just sound. It’s a level of sensitivity that only the
greatest orchestras really produce.

TMS: What do you feel is your role is in the orchestra’s interaction with the
community? I’ve especially noticed that you interact extensively with the audience
during concerts.

PO: In the concert halls, I try to make people feel welcome — to slightly de-formalize the
introduction of it, though certainly not the music making. Christoph Eschenbach
[conductor of the Philadelphia Orchestra] used the term “raising the invisible curtain,”
and I think that’s really good, actually.

It’s also informing the public of what the Toronto Symphony really stands for, and not
what they’re going to do, but what they’re already have done. We have probably 110,000
students a year that hear the Toronto Symphony, either in Roy Thomson Hall or in their
own schools. Because when you get involved in this from a young age, you realize that
this music brings something to us that is a little bit different than other music. I’m a big
fan of rock music, but this is different. There is a level of connection that is deeper,
spiritually, and more subtle, and evokes a much more complex set of feelings in us.

TMS: This year will mark the second New Creations Festival, which you helped
start. Do you think that it’s an important thing for the orchestra to do?

PO: I firmly believe it is a terribly important part of any artist’s mission, to explore what

their contemporaries are creating. But by and large the very pairing of those two words —
New and Music — is petrifying to all but a very few people. So it’s about finding context,
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I think, for people to come and hear a lot of music that they wouldn’t ordinarily buy a
ticket and drive to hear, something that is new and exiting and unusual.

Like last year, when we had Henri Dutilleux. The atmosphere in the hall was just
incredible, when he came on stage, we were all witnessing a piece of history — he was 89
years old, and arguably the greatest composers alive today. And I think people really felt
that something was happening that night that was unusual.

And this year, we’re focusing on the concerto. We have great artists — Emmanuel Ax and
Peter Sirkin and Evelyn Glennie and so many others — all playing pieces that have been
written mostly for them, and premiered in the last 12 to 18 months. And we bring them
together and put them in a festival....even I find it exciting, and I supposedly came up
with the idea!

TMS: Do you think Toronto is particularly well suited to this kind of event?

PO: I think we are very lucky — we have a tremendous community of listeners and a
foundation of people who appreciate the arts in general, which is quite rare. And we
have a huge student body, which is very important to the arts, and equally important that
we give access to the students, so that this becomes part of their lives.

TMS: Do you think that new music festivals here should be promoting particularly
Canadian composers, or all new ones?

PO: People need to promote good composers, or great composers. And it’s perfectly
natural that we look in our own community for those voices.

This is a big issue which I think sometimes is misdirected. I always say it’s all very well
to give Canadian composers the opportunity to write a piece and then perform it —it’s
important. But what we also need to be doing is sending the Toronto Symphony on tour
with Canadian music, so it gets outside of Canada. You can play as much Canadian
music in Canada as you want, and no one is going to know. We have talent, but it’s very
hard. Until somebody becomes internationally well known, Canadian music remains a
kind of Canadian phenomenon. And that’s what I’m most interested in breaking through.

You get a lot of pressure from various people to fill the Canadian content quota. And for
me, while I respect them for it, they aren’t pushing enough, or at least not in the right
place.

TMS: What is the right place?

PO: It’s context — it’s where that thing needs to be heard.
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TMS: What would you like to accomplish in the next year? Things you’d like to
have happen, or do?

PO: Well, have a very, very significant endowment [laughs]. There will be times —and I
don’t say if, I say when — when we have an even more solid financial footing, we’ll be
able to do so much more. It’s so important to have guests — we have Gergiev coming
next year, we just had Charles Dutoit last week — having musicians of that calibre,
experience and reputation does something for the orchestra and the community that is
very important. So I look forward to the day when I have even more freedom to bring
great artists to Toronto.

But repertoire wise, I’d love to give people the opportunity to hear everything between
the small classical orchestra, and even the baroque although I don’t do baroque myself,
from that size to the huge Mabhler or Strauss. That’s what’s important, getting everything
so that you have a very wide pallet.

TMS: How was it having Charles Dutoit there?

PO: Oh, I went to the first rehearsal, and it was brilliant, absolutely brilliant. We were
doing Petrouchka, and it was a virtuoso rehearsal. I don’t know how many times he’s
conducted Petrouchka, but it sounded as if he had written it. One of the fiddle players
even said to me, “did he write this piece?” [laughs] It was fantastic, and he was
extremely nice to the orchestra, and he enjoyed the orchestra tremendously.

TMS: What would you say is your vision for the ensemble?

PO: We are unlike any other musical organization in that we are ever-present. Week
after week — if we’re not playing subscription concerts, we’re playing light classics,
we’re playing pops concerts, we’re playing for schools, we’re playing family concerts. I
think that the image of the orchestra is developing at a good pace, to becoming an
institution that is regarded as bringing true significance to the cultural life of the city.

The vision has a lot to do with balance: what is right for the community, and sometimes
to challenge the community, by giving performances of pieces that are rarely heard or
brand new, and trying to make sure that our subscribers don’t run away. Every year I try
and bring significance to the body of repertoire we choose. It’s like a diet, nourishment
for the city. A great city should have a great orchestra, and should have it giving to its
population and listeners a wonderfully balanced diet of great music.

TMS: As you grow as a conductor, are there things you are doing to develop your
conducting technique further?

PO: I think the music teaches you, and the activity of doing it teaches you. Conducting
technique isn’t quite like violin technique. A lot of very successful conductors of the past
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and the present who if you ask players, it’s more ‘we know what he means, and we don’t
even know why.’

I personally had several conducting teachers, and one of them insisted that I develop a
real technique where my hands were completely independent of one another, and that I
would really understand what it is to lay out a score clearly for a large group of
musicians. He was very strict with me, and I really appreciated it.

So, when I’'m studying a score, I’m not thinking any longer about exactly how my hands
will do it, but I know subconsciously what I want. You can show a huge amount with
your hands, and you don’t have to talk that much in front of an orchestra if you really
know the score well. It’s like messaging really.

And everything happens the beat before, because if you wait until when you want it, they
won’t have time to adjust. So if you want a sharp sforzando, the upbeat you give to that
one player, maybe third trombone, will have to be in that particular place — you catch
their eye, you know they are focused on your eyes and your hands, and you give exactly
the attack on the upbeat that you want. If you hear back exactly what you want to hear
back, you know two things — you were very clear, and you have a great third trombonist.
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INDEPENDENT PAPERS

With any type of music, there are modes of behaviour appropriate to the genre. In
the instance of classical musicking, these behaviours are considerably more strict. The
roles of the performer and audience are clearly defined, and part of understanding
classical music is an acceptance, or at least occasional acquiescence to standards of
practice and behaviour that accompany the process of writing, performing, or listening to
this repertoire. Classical music criticism is not immune to these effects — the sense of
restraint I felt was warranted with my reviews for The Washington Post exemplifies that.
Attitudes in critical writing are reflective of the genre they describe, and in the case of
classical music, the writing most often reflects the culture that surrounds the music — one
of restraint, decorum, and propriety.

My perceptions of the attitudes of classical music come from years of training —
of going to orchestra concerts from a very young age, performing in recitals, attending
university for music. In each of these situations, I learned to adapt my behaviour. Even
in instances where I feel that a shift of voice would be appropriate, there are also the
constraints of reader expectations to navigate. Although classical music criticism may
appear in general interest publications, with perhaps a larger proportion of readers who
do not have as strong a sense of propriety about this hallowed ground, there is still a
narrow space in the paper in which the writing fits. The writing may be intended for the
average reader, but not one with general interests — the reader will have sought out the

critical writing, and most likely will have distinct expectations about what it will provide.
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The expectations of the understanding few, coupled with the overwhelming force of
centuries of tradition and linear thought about what classical music is, and ought to be,
can be extraordinarily difficult to contend with.

It is rare that a chance comes along where some of these restraints are lifted. The
Internet is one place that offers some breathing room, because it removes the expectations
of a publication from the equation, allowing the writer considerably more freedom to
express her unmitigated opinions. Finding similar opportunities in print media is
considerably more difficult. I was fortunate enough to have a chance to write about
classical music for an audience that likely had no interest in classical music at all. This
might seem to be a disadvantage, but without particular expectations of content, from
either the publication or the reader, I was able and in fact required to relinquish certain
conventions, which created the formal environment so common to classical music, in
order to appeal to the disinterested readers to whom I was presenting my work.

Incite 1s a student-run publication at McMaster University. It is a monthly general
interest paper, with articles on local events and campus happenings, as well as
commentary on music, movies and other arts. With an entirely volunteer staff, their
desperation for writers, and complete freedom of content, this was a space ripe for
exploration. My column, “Rock of Ages,” would be a monthly feature. 1 was given free
reign to discuss classical music in any manner or context that I wished. My goal was to
not only give some educational background on whatever genre or ensemble I was
discussing, but also to talk about the music in a way that would attempt to separate it

from the elitist image that reigns so strongly. I had no ambition of bringing great art to
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the masses, or of saving classical music from its own self-destruction. Instead, I simply
wanted to put classical music in a new space, and try and write about it in a way that
might break down some of the artificial barriers that seem to stand between it and
everything else, and ones that I felt prevented potential listeners from becoming involved
with this musical community.

Although the format set out in the first column was fairly strict — that I would
attend a concert and review it, and bring with me a friend with less investment in
classical music to garner their reactions — the result was very different. My second
column focused on the McMaster Institute for Music and the Mind, an organization
devoted to understanding the cognitive functions of music. My irritation at the premise
of the project was one that I might have had to hide better in a different published setting,
but with 1200 words at my disposal, and relatively lax editorial oversight, I felt more
freedom to commentate, rather than review. Another political issue arose in my fourth
column — the potential firing of an elementary school music teacher in Denver for
showing twelve minutes of Gounod’s Faust to her class. The column became a space for
me to discuss both censorship in teaching, and the perceived safety of classical music,
when truly there are many layers of danger and darkness lurking beneath the polite
surface of the genre.

Although in truth the project was more an exercise for me than the production of
any kind of professional product, it did serve to inspire in my writing new ways of
thinking and talking about the music that I had been indoctrinated into at a young age.

These pieces served as inspiration for other writing elsewhere — on my blog, which I will
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discuss in the next chapter in the context of world music, and also in reviews —

broadening my ideas of what was appropriate to say in a classical music context.
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Incite — Volume 8, Number 2

November 2005

Rock of Ages — “Pod People and Mahler Mavens”
By Claire Marie Blaustein

On any given day, you ride the bus or walk to campus. It may seem completely normal,
typical boring day. But then you take a look around, and notice these little specks of
white everywhere. They loop around, lead to long white strands that disappear into a
hand or a pocket or a backpack. And if you could get close enough (without freaking
someone out) you could probably hear the little pulses dings and whistles that make up
that person’s morning playlist.

We are the new pod people.

Now, I’'m not here to advertise for any particular fruit-related company, or saying that
we’re becoming zombies of any kind. It’s not the product I’m so interested in, as what
it’s doing.

Everyone is listening to music. Every day, all day, every free and walking moment, there
is music inside their heads. And every time I pass someone grooving down the sidewalk
to a beat I can’t hear, I wonder what they are listening to.

Because what you are listening to is important. Not for status, not because it makes you
cool, but because what you listen to is a part of who you are. You know that whole “you
are what you eat” thing? Well, since we don’t have a whole lot of pizzas and rice cakes
and (since it’s around midterms) massive cups of coffee walking around, I propose a
change to the adage:

You are what you HEAR.

What you listen to is a reflection of your personality — because most people don’t listen to
music they hate, after all. What you like, what you don’t, who you like, who you don’t —
it’s not much of a stretch.

It’s funny how many of our subcultures revolve around music — goth, emo, indie, punk,
mod, gangsta, to name just a few. Because people flock to music — it’s a social thing, a
group thing, something meant to be enjoyed together. So, we take what we listen to, and
turn it into a community — a place to belong.

And the portable individual music player (or PIMP) seems counterintuitive that way —
because it’s solitary listening, always. It wraps you up in your own individual musical
world. But, maybe it’s the imaginary community that becomes more important —
bringing us together when on a daily basis we stand alone. So that you see someone else
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walking down the street, plugged in like you are, but you can tell from the way they look
or dress or move that they are in your particular club, and you give them that look and
that nod that means — “yea, I’m listening too.”

Personally, I don’t do that very often, because my music isn’t many other people’s music.
I’m actually a trained classical musician, a violinist.

You would think we’d be easy to spot, right? Don’t classical musicians tend to
congregate in small nerdy groups in corners of dusty music shops, combing through bent
LP’s of the Boston Orchestra playing Mahler’s seventh symphony, scoming the rest of
the world for wasting their time with all of this rock-and-roll jazz?

No — not so much.

But it is true that classical music is sometimes seen as outside of the rest of it — either
above or below, just off to the left or right, depending on who you ask. You can listen to
rock and punk, or ska and swing, and be totally fine — but classical and anything else?
Well, why are you wasting your time?

But for the majority of classical musicians, it’s not the way we live. Very few of us
spend our time searching for that one Mahler record, and certainly don’t scorn the rest of
the musical world. And I’m sure some of you were thinking earlier: “But I listen to ska
and punk and pop and emo and everything else! I don’t just fit in one community!”
Well, we don’t either. It’s just that the walls around classical music are a little bit thicker
than around some of the others.

Classical musicians are people too, after all. If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you
tickle us do we not laugh? And if you force us to listen to 16" century motets for hours

on end, do we not become pointedly homicidal?

Trust me — we do. And so would you.

My favorite movie of the moment is Cameron Crowe’s Almost Famous. At one point in
the film, Russell from Stillwater is up on a roof during a party, professing his last words:

“I dig MUSIC...”
Ok, so he goes on to say that he’s on drugs and throw himself off the roof, but besides

that, the sentiment rings true. I don’t like just classical music — I dig MUSIC, in all its
wonderful and wild forms.
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That isn’t to say that I necessarily listen to or like everything —I’ve never met anyone yet
who can say that without their nose growing to inestimable proportions. Nor that there
aren’t divisions between kinds of music — there obviously are, or HMV might be one big
stack of CD’s reaching floor to ceiling. But in my tastes and my world, I want there to be
no value judgements — not that classical music is better than rock, or indie than pop, or
anything else. They are different, they are special (and not in the short bus way...for
most of it), and there is really something for everyone.

So, why not classical music?

What I like is music — but what I know is classical music, and for all of its bad rap, I love
it. I’ve been in love with it my whole life, from when I was a bitsy little thing squeaking
away on my 1/32 size violin. And it’s that knowledge and love that drives me to do what
I do now — be the Enemy — a music critic.

I write about music for a living (an academic living at the moment, which means for free,
but eventually, I hope, for real money), and it’s my job to put it into context, to make it
interesting, to bring you what [ think and make the music come alive through print.

So, what I'll be doing here is bringing you music. Yes, it will be classical music, because
that’s what I do, and there are plenty of other people who will bring you other things.

But I don’t want to bring it to you as “capital C” classical music, this huge and
impenetrable and BORING thing that can fit into something called a canon (a word better
reserved for the weaponry, in my opinion). Because this wonderful, diverse, and
interesting music, that happens to be from several particular points in history that we
have lumped together to become ‘classical’, doesn’t have to be any of those things.

So, Hamilton will be the place, music will be the quest, and I'll be dragging some of my
friends along for the ride. This is in part because it’s more fun to draw my unsuspecting
friends into my little world, and also so I can talk about music I know with people who
maybe have a bit of a different perspective on things than I do — people for whom music
was invented with the Beatles, for example, or never progressed past Pink Floyd.

Cause it’s all music, after all. And I dig music.
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Rock of Ages — “This Is Your Brain on Music”
By Claire Marie Blaustein

The image of the classical musician I brought up last month — nerdy, obsessive, and in
complete control of TROVES of somewhat worthless information about dead white men
— is an image fed by the concept that classical music is somehow supposed to make you
smarter.

I would like to declare, right here and now, that that is a lie.

I’d love to know where my staggering genius comes from, but I have always sincerely
doubted that I gained more as a child from listening to Beethoven than I did listening to
the Bee Gees.

And surprisingly enough, I can actually back this up.

The McMaster Institute for Music and the Mind is a new research group on campus.
Their aim is “to create a world-class facility where musicians, scientist and researchers
can work together to study questions about the physical structure of music, the evolution
of music, the neural processing of music, the performance of music, and the perception of
music. The institute brings together music theorists, musicians, psychologists,
neuroscientists, mathematicians, kinesiologists, health scientists, and engineers with the
goals of promoting music education, music in the community and the scientific study of
music.”

Wow, that’s a lot of stuff. Let’s break it down, shall we? They’re taking musicians, and
a whole bunch of scientific professionals to try and figure out how music works in the
brain. And towards that end the MIMM (sounds a bit like NIMH, doesn’t it?) is
sponsoring a series of lectures and concerts. The first of these happened on November
19" at the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Hamilton. The title — “Does Music
Make You Smarter?” fed directly to my curiosity, and so I grabbed a friend, and off we
went to be edified.

The lecture was given by Glenn Schellenberg from the Universit