Shifts in audience tastes
and lifestyles are affecting -
pops programs. Are B s s -
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It seems that pops programming isn't a
one-size-fits-all proposition anymore,

For decades, orchestras have relied upon
performers of a cerrain genre to fill the
house for pops concerts. As one executive
director noted, programming pops con-
certs was a lirtle like leafing through the big
Christmas caralogue as a kid. “T'll take one
of those and two of those.” Big names
could be counted on for an extra boost
with galas or “super pops.” Post a few ads
noting thar Tony Bennerr was going to be
in town, and the rickets would practically
sell themselves. IF you couldn't afford the
real Tony Bennetr, shows could be equally
fabulous with a lesser-known performer
working off the Broadway, jazz, and stan-
dards play lists. After all, who can argue
with a Gershwin tune? Or a melody by
Strauss?

OF course, there was an assumption that
Americans could be counted on 1o appreci-
are a Strauss waltz, while also recognizing
that the Gershwins had penned a tune
called “By Strauss” (used in the film Awx
American in Paris), That world—a sort of
1950s dreamscape where everyone was
tuned into the same variety television
shows and Top 40 radio—doesn't exist any-
more, Pop culture today is ruled by cus-
tomization, specialization, and highly
evolved niche programming that can deliv-
Cr MEWs, MUsIc, .ind movics o Ti!rg‘.‘f':d
consumer groups on demand, Billboard
uses 20 different charts for single and digi-

"The Golden Age of Black and White" Is
rendered in bright color for the Symphonle
Pops Consortium program saluting the 19505,
The show's visual aspects appeal to younger

audiences as much as the music.

tal tracks in rock. pop, hip-hop, Latin,
Christian music, and even cell-phone ring-
tones. The hottest news in radio s the
explosive growth of the 100-plus channel
satellite subscription services, allowing lis-
teners o zero in on music of specific
decades, genres, and subgenres,

Which leaves orchestra programmers in
a quandary: Classical subscription series are
driven by the artistic mission, but pops
programs are driven by audience tastes.
How does an orchestra go about schedul-
ing pops programs—by their very defini-
tion concerts of popular music—when
even music industry insiders cant get a
handle on what pop culture means today?
Is it even possible for pops programs to
atrracr general audiences in a segmented

entertainment world?

Copycat Concerts

he questions would be easy 1o dismiss if
pops weren't of significance to an orches-
rras bomom line. Wational numbers are
hard to pin down, since there's so much

variation among orchestras of different

How does an orchestra go at
popular music—when even mu:

sizes and the number and complexity of
pops concerts they offer, from a single
gl.l{'h'[ Arust \l‘i”l!: d(.‘“l‘l'“ ar 1.J|.L' l'fi.!n'” ({1 ]
song-and-dance revues, But anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that orchestras count on
consistent-selling pops concerts 1o con-
tribute to the operating budger.

At the same time, few can afford 1o ded-
icate personnel to that aspect of operations.
‘Mot many administrators have the knowl-
edge. the passion, or the time to do the
pops program,” says Ty Johnson, executive
producer of the Symphonic Pops Consort-
ium, which is based ar the Indianapaolis
Symphony Orchestra. “Some do, and if
they can balance it and make things work,
thar's grear. Bur it rakes a grear deal of rime
and energy to do ir right.”

His poinr is driven home by the fact thar
the Symphonic Pops Consortium—which
started our in 1999 as a coalition of six
orchestras working to share the extensive
costs of producing programs that were
eventually offered for general bookings—
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has morphed into an [SO initative.
Ihe orchesira has always served as
the consortium’s production head-
quarters. " They all say, "We love the
shows, we just don't have time o
think abourt ie. Just bring them 1o
us, " says Johnson.

Indeed, it seems thar pops pro-
Eramimecrs arc -il\'r'al:l"‘ CASTINE abour
with colleagues for ideas abour acts
thar sell well, have good charts, and
are easy o work with. (Ourrageous
contract  demands and  diva-ish
behavior toward musicians or staff
are duly noted and passed along.)
“I've noticed that there is a lot of
copying our there,” says Gideon
Toeplitz. The former executive vice
president and managing director of
the Pirsburgh Symphony Orchestra is now
working with archestras on pops issues as a
vice president with Arts Consulting Group.
"‘One orchestra will call up another and say,
"Who have you used and how did it sell
And they'll repear it. That doesn't necessar-

ilv work. You need to do market research o

find our what works for your part of
the country. It doesn’t have to be elab-
orate market rescarch. You can do it by
polling the audience. Find our whar
they want 1o hear and what they don't
want to hear”

Orchestra marketers and managers

~by their very definition concerts of
't get a handle on what pop culture means today?
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Rock and Roll Hall-of-Famer Elvis Costelloil

help the Baltimore Symphony inaugurate its
n. The p

will include his first orchestral v

Sogno, which he premiened with the

Broo! I_l,'n Philharmonic in 2004

[ y——

New names on the orchestra circuit: Seal
appeared with the Minnesota Orchestra and
LeAnn Rimes with the Boston Pops as part of
the Argent Mortgage Orchestrated concerts.

aren't totally unaware of the facr thar
artists are received differently, depend-
ing upon the region of the country.
Opinions  differ, for example, on
whether big-name acts are fading in
popularity as the artists themselves age
or whether themaric programs—the
Broadway, Big Band, holiday, jaze/
cabarer/ dance programs seen in endless
variations—are a better bet.

The Symphonic Pops Consortium

remains focused on the lateer, pu-
ting together programs that aim for
broad appeal, such as “The Bea
Gioes On,” which mines hits of the
1960s and early '70s, and "The
19502 The Golden Age of Black
and Whire.” Audience members
don't have to be old enough to have
experienced the music firsthand o
appreciate staging and  costumes
thar evoke, and poke gentle fun ar,
the styles and mores of the Eisen-
hower era. In one scene, an impec
cably dressed housewife, in shirt-
waist and heels, delivers cupcakes
to the kids before grabbing her
martini from the center of the tray
and launching into a torch song,
“There are some 30-year-olds in
the seats,” says Johnson. “Younger
peaple like it because they are so
visual. At the same ome, we have to

rrhea g

balance that for regular patrons. |
really don't want to anger the 60- or




it's not wnusual to find once flamboyantly over-the-top rock acts teaming up with orchestras. Elton
John took the stage with Peter Nero and the Philly Pops for a Philadelphia Freedom concert last July.

70-year-old patron whos had a subscrip-
on ﬁ.'lf fl.'q,':ll.'.\. .Ir]i.l '\\'l‘“l 'n"u'l” not f“'l.l:'.' mnal
like the performance, bur will dislike it
greatly.”

Subscriprion sales, of course, are key to
the way orchestras budget for and program
a pops season. But single-ricker sales are of
increasing appeal to audiences seeking thar
big word: flexibility. American Symphony
Orchestra League statistics show thar sin-
gle-ticker sales in pops have increased ar

archestras of all group sizes over the past

‘The "One Night Only’

LeAnn Rimes in performance with the
Boston Pops, Seal with members of the
Minnesota Orchestra, Jewel with the
Cleveland Pops Orchestra, and Duran
Duran with the Orlando Philharmonic
WIS I?lf_"-ﬂ'l'lil"{i L'th'r sumimer 1.||'I§,Il'.'r thL'
Argent Mortgage Orchestrated banner,
The series was developed by Elevation
Entertainment, a Cleveland-based market-
ing company, as a sort of reverse MTV
Unplugged. Instead of purting rock acts in a
small, acoustic setting, the Argent Mort-

approach may be bringing a new crop of

artists to sell out the pops venue. But what, really, does it offer
orchestras in the long run?

three years, just as they have for classical-
series concerts. The increases aren’t dramat-
ic, bur the percentage of single-ticket sales
has inched up a point or two each year,
across the board.

Again, blame the baby boomers and
their offspring, who have demonstrated a
reluctance to commit time and money to
subscription packages. As the Leagues
Audience Morivation Report found in
2003, they prefer instead w0 pick and
choose among entertainment options as
their schedules permi.

They might, for instance, be tempred at
[hL H'_{L'J. '”I. A Cconcert |.'|} | 1-.Ir:|ti||...1r Gme
from their (fairly recent) past. Special-
event, one-night-only concerts thar paired
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gage-sponsored  series put performers
before the full power of an orchestra,

Denny Young, president of Elevation
Entertainment, has long been intnigued by
the idea of hearing some of the artists with
orchestra, "Seal was a no-brainer. | thought
Seal’s music would be beautiful with an
orchestra,” he says. It doesn’t hurt thar the
performers selected are most appealing to
the 30- to 40-year-old demographic. “Thar
falls right into the market that orchestras
arc |I1.ILLIr:|g an {'!.ilﬂlrl I attract, o [::I:Fhlrld.
their fan base,” says Young,

While the concept of pairing pop artists
with orchestra is not exactly novel, it’s the
first time that such an endeavor has been
developed under the umbrella of a nation-
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ally sponsored series. Artists were paired
with orchestras in cities identified by
Argent, and marketing was a cooperative
effort berween the orchestras and the pro-
muoter. “These orchestras live, breathe, and
cat in their market, but we donk,” says
Young. “They know the radio stations that
would be interested, the alternative press.”
The sponsor’s support allowed a larger-
than-normal marketing push, according o
Reid McLean, director of presentations at
the Minnesota Orchestra, The Seal concert
in Minneapaolis was a quick sellour, with
the orchestra acting as presenter.

Charts were prepared by various
arrangers with an eye toward giving musi-
cians more than a backup-band starus, “If
the musicians are bored, rthat translates to
the artists—and to the audience,” says
Gideon Toeplitz, who served as a consult-
ant to orchestras for the series. He ancici-
pates more dates, or multiple dates, being
added to the series calendar, to take advan-
tage of the fact thar charts are available.

Eager Ears

The “One Night Only” approach of such
special events may be bringing a new crop
of artists to sell out the pops venue. But
what, really, does it offer orchestras in the
long run? Pops serics, as programmed by an
orchestra, have traditionally been viewed as
a bridge to the regular classical series, a way
to draw audiences with some lighter fare,

San Diego symphonies, Symphony Silicon
Valley, and the Chicagoland Pops over the
past year. Rabid young fans of the music by
Japanese composer Nobuo Uemartsu have
made a run on the box office for every
Final Fantasy dare since the U.S. debur by
the Los Angeles Philharmonic in 2004,
Tickets often sell out within a day wich lit-
tle promotion required, as advance word
spreads through game fan web sites and
Interner chat rooms,

Final Fantasy concert promoter Chris-
topher Davis, who logged several years
working in classical-music presentation,
firmly believes thar video-game music is
the next logical step in the tradition of
drawing audiences into classical concerts
through pops. Orchestras have been play-
ing incidental music for a hundred years,
he says. And what is Grieg’s “In the Hall of
the Mountain King"—a classical pops sta-
ple—if not a series of scenes much like the
challenges found in fantasy role-playing
games?

The advantage of video-game concerts is
that audience members already have a deep
emotional connection with the music and
they want to hear it performed live, often
traveling some distance to do so. “That
cagerness to hear live orchestra music spells
an opportuniry.” says Davis. Video screens
mounted above the stage show some game
clips, bur for most of the concert, they are
focused on musicians in the orchestra.

What is Grieg’s "In the Hall of the Mountain King"—a classical pops

staple—if not a series of scenes much like the challenges found in a
fantasy role-playing game?

and hopefully entice them to return for the
heavier-lifting programs—which they
would enjoy from their regular subscrip-
tion sears.

That role may very well be taken by
pops-oriented programs of a most unlikely
type. The orchestra world has really not
seen anything quite like the runaway suc-
cess of the “Dear Friends: Music from Final
Fantasy” series. Concerts featuring orches-
tral versions of music from the Final Fan-
tayy video-game series have been performed
by the Atlanta, Detroir, Fort Worth, and

STHPRHANY

“Essentially, it's just a classical concert with
a lietle video thrown in.”

From there, Davis believes, it isn't much
of a leap to imagine pops concerts present-
ed by the orchestras themselves, featuring
works of Uematsu or other game-music
composers coupled with some Tchaikovsky
or Stravinsky. In fact, Atlanca Jowrnal-Con-
stitution music critic Pierre Ruhe suggested
just that in his review of the Final Fantasy
concert performed by the Adanra Symph-
ony Orchestra last June. Noting that the
program was pre-packaged by Square Enix,

which owns the game, he wrote, “It's a pity
the ASO couldn’t insert viscerally charged,
full-flavor music from its core repertoire,
say part of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring or
Berlioz's Symphonie fantastique.”

Comment on the music iself has been
mixed, but film and video-game scores cer-
tainly lend themselves more easily o orch-
estral interpretation than rock or hip-hop
ever will. More melodic rock munes of earli-
er decades are gradually making their way
into pops programs—Beades fare is per-
haps the most successful, with acts such as
Classical Mystery Tour gaining favorable
notices, “People will come our of the
woodwork for anything Beatles,” accord-
ing to one orchestra manager.

And there is the phenomenon of estab-
lished rock artists going classical: Elvis
Costello will make an appearance on the
Baltimore Symphony Orchestra’s new Pops
Rocks series for a program thar includes his
orchestral work JI Sagno. The series will also
include the U.S. orchestra debur of hipster-
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tave Ben Folds, He is expected to draw an
audience thar skews even younger than the
30- o 50-year-old targered l.it.‘.'-'l]i:l;_’.f.l!?h!n..
“Everyone is ralking about reaching new

audiences,” says Dori Armor, director of

community programming. She notes that
Ben Fold's name was greeted with enthusi-
asm by young orchestra staff members, bur
it didn't register with anyone over the age
of 35. The Pops Rocks series, with its L'I;Igj-
er market ing materials and choice of arrists,
shows that the orchestra is thinking "a little
maore out of the box.” savs Armor, and thar
the BSO "is looking at whar's our there on
the horrzon.”

Bur other pops programmers  have
started to wonder how they will ever
appeal o an audience of even younger
adules thar has come of age listening to
hip-hop. As Toeplitz politely describes ir,
thar “more rhythmic style of music” may
never find a comfortable fir with orches-

tras, no matter how gr;ii.'::l'u]h' 50 Cent

and his fan base ages.

Then again, who cver thoughr thar
Elton John would mrn up with the Philly
Pops, or thar Metallica would take the stage
with the San Francisco Symphony?

Orchestras needn't reflexively rurn to star
performers, The pops-coneert formula thar
originated in the 19th century with menus
of |i;:h= classics and Viennese waltzes—the
popular music of the day—still reigns ar
many orchestras, although the classics
might be paired with a segment of John
Williams film scores or highlights from the
immensely popular Lord of the Rings
Symphany. Pops programs are also a place
to introduce new forms of MUSIC OF INSIru-
mentation. In July. the Minneapolis Pops
Orchestra premiered Flying ,,"};_-;:[':rn,. Con-
certo by Chinese composer and pipa virm-
oso Gao Hong, on a program of works
billed as having strong national character,
including music of Ecuador and Peru,
along with Saint-Saens’s Algerian Suste.

All of which artracts audience members
|HLP|-LII!1IL‘, LY hl:‘.lr S0Mmc L‘|.‘L‘-.\:r_:|i music 1}:;‘_'.'
recognize, or who are out for an evening’s
entertainment. Orchestras have often
seemed a rad uncomfortable in their rela-
tionships to pops. Ty Johnson carches and
corrects himself when he realizes he'’s
referred o POPs Programs as “the }'Irmhh t.”
I'he word conjures a little oo much of the
business—the show business— side of pre-
senting concerts, just as Denny Young

refers to orchestras expanding their fan-

not patron—base.

But maybe orchestras can learn a thing
or two from the |:|r:1;u.|gu of their pops
brethren with regard o putting on a show,
ef, program. “You can enlighten audience
all you want, bur if vou don't entertain
them, I:J'u.'}' wont come back™ savs

Johnson, ==

Rebecca Winzenried is managing editor of
SYMPHONY

CORKS ARE POPPING!

TO THE SOUND OF SENSATIONAL ORCHESTRAL MUSIC FOR POPS CONCERTS FROM CARL FISCHER MUSIC

Samuel Adler:

Paul Basler:

Henry Brant:
Carolyn Bremer:
Christopher Brubeck:

Earhy 1

American A
ngulina (Dominican Dance)
Vhoopee in D (C

nd Dances. .

ons {(Concert Oveture),..... 10"

rto for Bass Trombone and Orchestra 13’
rgence for Pops Orchestra 17

an Fanfar
cin {Parad,
Much Ado (Overture for Orchestra)...... 10"
Suddenly :
ture to Spring (1

Lukas Foss:
Daron Aric Hagen:

Leo Kraft:
M. Leontovich/
Pater ). Wilhousky:
Peter Mennin: rture......8
L}'ﬂdﬂl Mitchell: K'vrhl:uq.h}r Mountain Portraits (No.3): Shivaree
Ron MNelson: Savannah River Holiday......8'
Amadeo Roldan: La Rebambaramba {Carnival Ballet &
Elie Slegmeister: American Holiday..... &

To order aferuul score for any of these works please call:
(610) 592-1222, Ext. 225/226 (Theodore Presser Rental Library)
or e-mail: rental@presser.com
For information on these composers and their music contact:
Phone: (212) 777-0 . Ext. 228 / Fax: (212) 477-3382

or email: barryo@carlfischer.com
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