CHAPTER I

A Place for Hearing
*

The chances are that it is a modern building, built since the Second World
War. The last fifty years or so have scen a doubling of the number of pro-
fessional symphony orchestras in the world, as the Western classical music
tradition has moved into regions where it was previously unheard, and an
explosion of concert hall building has taken place to house those orchestras
and their performances. Countries and cities that wish to signal their entry
into the “developed” world often do so through the construction of a
“center for the performing arts,” of which the centerpiece is a big concert
hall, and through the establishment of a symphony orchestra to play there.
In addition, many cities in the older industrial countries have decided that
their existing nineteenth- or early-twentieth-century hall is too small, or in-
sufficiently specialized, or that it projects an image that is not up to date
and have commissioned replacements. So today modern concert halls
greatly outnumber older ones.

As we approach the building, our first impression is likely to be of its
great size. It is a landmark in the cityscape, and even its external appear-
ance tells us that it was built with no expense spared, probably in the fore-
front of the design and building technology of its day. It stands most
likely on a prominent site, on a rise perhaps, in a park, beside a river or
harbor, or as the focal point of a complex of civic buildings. It is probably
located slightly apart from the commercial center of the city, possibly sur-
rounded by gardens and fountains, and at night it will almost certainly be
floodlit. In the winter darkness it blazes with light inside and out, a beacon
of culture in the philistine world of commerce that surrounds it, welcom-
ing the initiated with dignity and discreet opulence but making no at-
tempt to attract the vulgar with those flashing neon signs and brightly col-
ored posters which one sees outside cinemas and other places of popular
entertainment.
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Every building, from the tiniest hut to the biggest airport terminal, is
designed and built to house some aspect of human behavior and relation-
ships, and its design reflects its builders’ assumptions about that behavior
and those relationships. Once built, it then has the power to impose those
assumptions on what goes on within it. A conventional school building,
for example, with its rows of boxlike classrooms joined by corridors, its as-
sembly hall, its gymnasium and its staff room, is built in accordance with
certain assumptions about what young people in our society ought to learn
and how they ought to learn it. But it also enforces those assumptions,
making difficulties for those who might have different ideas. Even so
everyday a structure as a family house or apartment makes, and enforces,
certain assumptions about family life and its relationships, about child-
hood, privacy, cleanliness and sex.

The scale of any building, and the attention that is paid to its design and
appearance, tell us much about the social importance and status that is ac-
corded to what goes on within it. The decline in the importance of rail
transport is clearly mirrored in the modest appearance of most twentieth-
century railroad stations in comparison with the splendor of those built in
the great era of nineteenth-century railroad building, when the railroad
signified a quantum leap in human mobility and speed of travel. Today
their splendor has passed to airport terminals.

Some buildings lend themselves to uses, to the housing of sets of rela-
tionships, that were not foreseen by their builders. The great Victorian rail-
way engineer Robert Stephenson could never have dreamed that the mag-
nificent roundhouse he built for one of his new London terminals would

-in the 1960s begin a new life as a versatile performance space. Such new ca-
reers for buildings depend on their not havihg been designed too rigidly
for their original function. For while some buildings leave room for a vari-
ety of activities and relationships, others impose their structure very firmly
on what goes on within them.

Modern concert halls fall mainly into the latter category. They are
highly specialized buildings, designed down to the last detail to house not
just musical performances but performances of a very specific kind. The ar-
chitects who design them, and the committees of civic authorities who
commission and approve the designs, are for the most part members of the
social group that tends to take part in such events. They know how people
are supposed to behave there and will shape the building in ways that will
encourage that behavior, at the same time closmg off the possibility of be-
haviors of different kinds.

Perhaps the most interesting thing about this building may be that it is
here at all. For musicking, even large-scale musicking, does not meed a

MUSICKING /20

building such as this. Human beings have been musicking for as long as
there have been humans and have done so mainly without feeling the need
for a specialized building to house their activities, certainly not for any-
thing on so grand a scale as this, anything so opulent or so impressive. If
the cathedrals and palaces that in Europe in earlier times were the scenes of
many such performances were grand and opulent, if was not for the sake of
the performances themselves but for the religious or aristocratic cere-
monies of which the performances were no more than a part.

The grandeur of this building is something else, and it tells us loudly
and clearly that the performances that take place here are an important so-
cial activity in their own right, not just as part of another ceremony or
event. It tells us also that those who consider them important have the con-
fidence and possess, or at least control, the wealth and the power to actual-
ize that belief in architectural form.

If the idea of an event that consists entirely of a musical performance,
with no other social function than playing and listening to music, is a mod-
ern one, so is the building that is built expressly to house such an event.
The large purpose-built concert hall is essentially a nineteenth-century in-
vention. Only a handful were built before the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and almost all were tiny by present-day standards. Even many of the
big nineteenth-century halls that are now used from time to time for sym-
phony concerts, like London’s six-thousand-seat Royal Albert Hall, were
intended, and are still used, as multipurpose places of assembly, symphony
concerts taking place among balls, political rallies, boxing matches, and the
like. These are the halls that, even though they may have served very well
for symphonic performances for more than a hundred years, are now being
replaced by more specialized buildings. This means that virtually all musi-
cal works composed before the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century,

- and many later ones as well, are out of their original setting when they are

played in a concert hall.

The architectural style of older concert halls, even those which have
been built outside Europe, first in the Americas and later in more remote
colonies such as my own country (Wellington built jtself a fine one in Ital-
ian baroque sty_le in 1904, barely sixty years after the first British settlers ar-
rived in New Zealand), generally emphasizes a continuity with the past of
European culture. It may be plain classic, exuberant baroque, Renaissance,

* or a mixture of these, so the building may remind us of a Greek or Roman

temple, of an Italian Renaissance palace, a French chateau, or even, in the
case of Barcelona’s dazzling Palau de la Musica Catalana, an art nouveau
fantasy world straight out of the pages of William Morris’s News from
Nowhere (an appropriate evocation perhaps for a building that was built
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for their own performances by a workcrs’dihoir in the early twentieth cen-
cialism became a dirty word).

nlr%’,c:i(l);: :c(:)mcmbcr seeing a concert hall built in Gothic‘ style, possibly
because its association with a mystical, theocentric Fulturc 1§ felt to .bc out
of place in the rational, humanistic world 'of classical music. Despite ic
widespread use of Gothic Revival in the n1netcentl.1 century ff)r anything
from railway stations to London’s Houses of Par.hamcnt, neither (,)f ‘the
two great Gothic Revival architects, Gilbert Scott in England and Viollet-
Je-Duc in France, ever got to build a Gothic concert hall .

The entrance facade is impressive (in older buildings a Fall classgal
colonnade surmounted with a pediment like a G.rc‘ck temple is a ffwonte
device) and is intended to make entry into the bulld'mg an event f)f impor-
tance. We pass through the doorway into a lobby w1t.h a row of ticket “ém-
dows, the only visible sign in this big building of a link Wlth the everyday
world of commerce and money. We have had the foresight to pay in aid—
vance the money that entitles us to take part in the event, so, armed wy:h
the tickets that are the symbol of that entitlement, we Wa‘.lk past the win-
dows, where a line of people is waiting to pay and be admitted.

At an inner door we show our tickets to an attendant who stands .guard
to ensure that only those entitled to do so will enter. He takes the tickets,
returns the stubs that bear the numbers of the seats we have been allotte.d,
and politely motions us on. Passing through the door, we find ourselves in
a grand ceremonial space. Now we have entered another world, apart from

f our everyday life. N

tha"}ﬁe space chenzirs around us, lofty and sumptuous. If it is in an oldcl:r
building, it will most probably be formal and rccta{lgular, matching in sty dtz
the building’s exterior, lit perhaps by big chandeliers and decorated V'Vla_l

statuary and mirrors. In more recent halls, it may VYCH bc. asymmetrical,
with staircases rising in unexpected ways, ceiling sloping this way an‘d that
and even curved, with angled walls that trick the sense of per.spccmvc, .all
carried out with up-to-date skill and technological darmg that is clcarl_y in-
tended to place the building and what goes on within it squarely within
today’s up-to-date technological culture.

c;“f)ferczre bars for coffcc,g snacks and alcoholic drinks. On the walls and

display stands there are posters, some advertising future concerts and others
giving the entire schedule of performances for the season. There are g:lo;ts)y
program booklets on sale or free distribution telling us .al?out tonight’s
conductor and soloist, listing the pieces to be played, and giving su'ch.back-
ground information as is thought to be necessary for full appreciation of
them. We buy a booklet and thumb through it, more interested at -tl'.us mo-
ment perhaps in the crowd of people who, like ourselves, are waiting for
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the concert to begin. There is a quiet buzz of conversation. Although there
are chairs and tables, most people seem to prefer to stand and keep their
ability to move around.

This, we know, is not the space where the performance is to take place
but a transitional space through which we pass in the progression from the
outer everyday world to the inner world of the performance. It is at first
hard to understand why a mere transitional space should be so big and
-grand; it must have added considerably to the construction cost. Neverthe-
less, its spaciousness and grandeur tell us that it is an important part of the
building, where an important part of the event takes place. It is a criticism
I have heard made of the otherwise excellent church—turncd—conccrt-hall,
St. John’s, Smith Square in London, that it has no transitional space be-
tween the outside world and the auditorium, even though it does have a
place for socializing in the crypt. Traditionally, churches do not, of course,
have foyers; those modern churches that do may speak of a change in the
nature of the ceremonies that take place there.

The foyer is a place to eat and drink and socialize, to see and be seen.
There is-nothing wrong, of course, in wanting to socialize or to see and be
seen; where we are seen to be, like where we are not seen to be, or seen nozr
to be, is an important element in who we are. Musical performances of all
kinds have always been events to which people go, at least in part, to see
and be seen; it is part of the meaning of the event. In the ceremony that is
to take place here, socializing and listening are kept strictly separate from
cach other and are allocated separate spaces.

A grand ceremonial space such as this imposes a mode of behavior on
those who are unaccustomed to it. They become somewhat self-conscious,
lowering their voices, muting their gestures, looking around them, bearing
themselves in general more formally. They may even feel somethin g like awe.
But frequent concertgoers who are accustomed to the place cease to feel the
need for such submissive behavior, and with it their demeanor changes. The
muted gestures are replaced by gestures of body and voice that are not only
relaxed but signal relaxation, gestures that say, in effect, to anyone who is
watching and listening, I am at ease in this Place and with this occasion.

One can observe similar patterns of behavior in other grand ceremonial
buildings—a great church, for example, where it is the visiting unbeliever

who creeps quietly around while the priest and the pious talk and joke un-
constrainedly, or in a palace, an important government building or the
headquarters of a big organization. All have their initiates and their out-
siders, and from their behavior as they move around the building it is gen-
erally not too difficult to tell who are insiders and who outsiders, who are
privy to its rituals and who are not.
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It would not be stretching matters too far to call this building a sac.rcd
space. Certainly, it is the site of events thaF are of more than 0r§1nary im-
portance in the minds of those who built it and those who use it. In their
minds those events need no justification; they ought to tal<§ placc_:, and tl}at
is that. The impression of a sacred space is reinforced F)y witnessing the in-
dignation of those classical music lovers who see their hall. being lftt, per-
haps by a management desperate for income in tl.]CSC straitened .nmes.of
vanishing subsidies, for rock concerts and other kinds of events in which
the rules of symphony concert decorum do not apply. .

So in the foyer we take time out to assure ourselves that we are indeed
present, that we belong in this place. Even if we have come alone and
know nobody, we can still feel a part of the event as we buy a cup of coffee
or an alcoholic drink and look around us as we sip. Among those present
we might recognize celebrities—a famous Violigiﬁt,‘ the music critic of a
quality newspaper, even perhaps an eminent politician. The latter may be
taking cocktails with a group of expensively dressed men and women
whom we can assume to be executives, and their wives, of the corporation
that is sponsoring tonight’s concert. They will be pleased that it is. so well
attended and will be occupying boxes or the two front rows. Their spon-
sorship, and their interest in being seen here tonight, give further confir-
mation that this is an event of importance in the modern world, not only,
it seems, of high culture but also of commerce. All appear casually at home
in this place. We remember our manners and do not stare.

A few minutes before the appointed starting time of the performance, a
discreet electronic signal sounds to warn us that we should take our seats.
The concert will start on time, and those who are not in their seats by then
will, like the foolish virgins of the parable, find themselves shut qut, at lc?st
until the end of the first piece. We mount the stairs and, following the in-
structions on the ticket stub, find our door and pass through into the audi-
torium itself. ‘ ‘

If the entry to the foyer was impressive, that into the great inner space is
dramatic. Now we have really crossed the threshold into another world,
and that world opens up around and above us and envelops us. The very
air feels different. Beneath the lofty ceiling sparkling with lights, row aft_er
curved row of seats separated by aisles extends across the raked ﬂ09r, W.hLlC
above are galleries with more rows of scats. All face in the same dJl"CCtlon,
down the rake of the floor toward a raised platform at the end. This p%at-
form is itself tiered, and on it are seats facing the audience or, rather, facing
concentrically toward a small dais at the front center of the platform. .Be-
hind the dais is a waist-high desk, and on it lies the score of the first piece
to be played tonight, waiting for the conductor and the musicians who will
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between them bring the piece into existence. It is this dais and desk that to-
gether form the focus, the center of attention, of this whole vast space.

Auditoriums vary greatly in shape and size, from symmetrical boxes with
galleries along the sides and at the end, through fans, horseshoes, ellipses,
and parabolas to free-form spaces with cascades of seats spilling down on all
sides toward the musicians’ platform. They range from the plain, austere
and colorless to the riotously ornate and many-colored. They might incor-
porate, on the one hand, features of classical, baroque, or rococo architec-
ture: columns and pilasters, swags, cornices and pediments and even cary-
atids, lunette windows high up, coved and vaulted ceilings, big ornate
chandeliers and maybe allegorical fresco paintings or mosaics on the walls
or ceiling, or on the other hand, the common stock of modern or postmod-
ern architecture: daringly cantilevered balconies and boxes, tentlike ceiling,
asymmetrical seating, curved or strangely angled walls, cunningly concealed
or brutally visible lighting, sound reflectors hanging apparently unsup-
ported above the platform, even perhaps jokey postmodernist references to
the motifs of classical or vernacular architecture, like the square-mullioned
windows, resembling those in a child’s drawing of a house, that confront
one in the auditorium of Dallas’s postmodernist Meyerson Center. (It is
not only the horseshoe shape of that auditorium that reminds one of a tra-
ditional opera house; the foyer, the place for seeing and being seen, is
larger and grander than the auditorium itself, while the architecture of aris-
tocratic privilege reappears unexpectedly in the row of boxes, each with its
minute retiring room barely big enough to hang a mink coat, that forms
the first tier of the balconies.)

Auditoriums may be lined with wood, with plaster, with colored hang-
ings and sculpted panels, even perhaps, as a relic of the once-fashionable
“new brutalism” of the 1960s, with raw concrete still bearing the imprint
of the wooden shuttering into which it was poured, or any of these in
combination. In general, discreet colors are favored: pastel, ocher or white
for the plasterwork; the rich tones of natural wood; hangings in the colors
of natural dyes; seats upholstered in deep red, slate blue or soft sca green,
with aisle carpets in matching or tastefully contrasting colors.

What they all have in common is, first, that they convey an impression
of opulence, even sumptuousness. There is wealth here, and the power
that wealth brings. But on the other hand, there is a careful avoidance of
any suggestion of vulgarity. What is to happen here is serious and impor-
tant and will not appeal to the vulgar, Second, they allow no communica-
tion with the outside world. Performers and listeners alike are isolated here
from the world of their everyday lives. Commonly, there are not even win-
dows through which light from outside may enter. Nor does any sound

A Place for Hearing | 25



enter from that world, and none of the sounds that are made here will be
7 escape out into it.

auo\;:’: (iatkoc ourillottcd scats, which for tonight’s concert are in the middle
of a row between two aisles. When the other seats in the row are ta.kcn, we
shall have to stay here for the duration of the pcrforma‘ncc;'thcrc will be no
moving around. Since all the seats face in the same dlrecnc?n, we can ttatllk
only to our neighbors in the same row and, with more difficulty, to the
person immediately behind or in front of us. ‘If thF foyer was a place for' sO-
cializing, this is stricly a place for looking, listening and paying attention.
It is indeed an auditorium, a place for hearing.. T.hc word 1ts§1f tells us that
hearing is the primary activity that takes place in it, and here m.dccd it 1-8};3-
sumed that performing takes place only in order to Fnakc hearing possible.
The modern concert hall is built on the assumption that a musical per-
formance is a system of one-way communication, fror.n composer to l{s-
tener through the medium of the performers. That being so, 1t 1s natural
that the auditorium should be designed in such a way as to project to the
listeners as strongly and as clearly as possible the sounds that the perform-
ers are making. ‘ ' : )

No large space, of course, can be without some sonic resonance, ar
over centuries musicians and listeners alike have come to accept, and even-
tually to feel the need for, a certain amount of resonance in the sound as an
element in the communication. Those who composc'd for chformance in
the great and very resonant Gothic _cathcdrals wrote into t‘hcu masses and
“motets an allowance for the enormously long time, SOMELMES several sec-

onds, that it takes for each sound to die. '

But concert music from the seventeenth century onward has been writ-
ten with less resonant spaces in mind; the resonance r.nust not be so strong
or so prolonged as to blur the logic of the progression fro'rr.l one note or
one chord to the next. Great care, even today as much intuitive as 1t 1s Sct-
entific, goes into the acoustic design of concert halls to give thcm' enough
resonance but not too much. Halls such as London’s Royal Festival Hall

‘that are found to be to insufficiently resonant may resort to discreet boost-
ing of their resonance by using clectronic delay circuits, but tbis last-resort
use of modern technology is felt to be somehow out of plac.c in the Pcrfor-
mance of symphonic music. It is felt somehow to be cheating, and it does
not advertise its presence. .

All other considerations are subordinated to the projection and recep-
tion of the sounds. In particular, care is taken so that listeners will not b.c
disturbed by the presence of others as they listen. For this purpose thF audi-
torium floor is raked to give uninterrupted sightlines, the audience is fixed
in the seats and knows it is to keep still and quiet; the program booklet
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politely asks us to suppress our coughing, and nobody enters or leaves dur-
ing a performance. The very form of the auditorium tells us that the per-
formance is aimed not at a community of interacting people but at a collec-
tion of individuals, strangers even, who happen to have come together to
hear the musical works. We leave our sociability behind at the auditorium
doors.

The auditorium’s design not only discourages communication among
members of the audience but also tells them that they are there to listen
and not talk back. The performance is a spectacle for them to contemplate,
and they have nothing to contribute to its course. Such occasions as the fa-
mous riotous premiere of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring in Paris in 1913, one of
the last occasions in the history of the Western concert tradition when the
audience talked back to the performers, are now well in the past. Today’s
concert audiences pride themselves on their good manners, on knowing
their place and keeping quiet. ,

Nor does the design of the building allow any social contact between
performers and listeners. It seems, in fact, designed expressly to keep them
apart. It is not only that the orchestra musicians enter and leave the build-
ing by a separate door from the audience and remain out of sight when not
actually playing, but also that the edge of the platform forms a social bar-
rier that is for all practical purposes as impassable as a brick wall. Not even
the wraparound design of certain modern auditoriums, such as Berlin’s
Philharmonie or Toronto’s Roy Thompson Hall, can disguise the fact that
a concert hall houses two separate groups of people who never meet. The
technology of the concert hall has produced a gain in acoustic clarity, but
that clarity is balanced by a loss of sociability. That, of course, is the way of
technologies; none comes without its price. It seems that our contempo-
rary classical music culture feels that the gain is worth the loss.

The great building, then, dramatizes and makes visible certain types of
relationships. It isolates those within it from the world of their everyday
lives, it brings some together and keeps others apart, it places some in a
dominant position and others in a subordinate position, and it facilitates
communication in one direction but not in the other. These relationships
are not god-given but were brought into existence by human beings for
reasons of which they may not even be conscious but which, I believe,
model or enact ideal human relationships as those taking part imagine
them to be. The relationships of the building are not, of course, the total
meaning of the event, being only one strand of the immensely complex
web of relationships that is the performance. But they do establish some
general limits, or parameters, for those relationships which can be, and are,
brought into existence every time a musical performance takes place there.
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We can learn much about what #s by considering _what s not. A buﬂ@g
for musicking that must surely have encouragefi a d}fferent set of relation-
ships was opened in London in 174.2.. Its mtcr1<3r was portrayed by
Canaletto in a painting that hangs today in London’s National Gallery. It
was the Rotunda in Ranelagh Pleasure Garde.ns. o

I have discussed pleasure gardens and the.1r mu31ck1‘ng in 'finother b90k

as a “feature of London’s social and musical life . . . until well into the.m%qe—
teenth century. They must have been agreeable places, to v'vl.nch admission
could be gained for a modest charge, where the ﬁn.est.mus1c1ans of th.e dazir
were pleased to appear and some of the best mu.s1ckmg could be enjoye
by all regardless of social class, not as a ?:olemn. rlt}lal but as part 9f an excli—
joyable social scene which included eating, drinking, pr.omenadmg, and,
occasionally, watching fireworks. They catered to a pub'hc tl?at was not at
all selected in terms of social class, and the single Pubhc enjoyed a smgk
repertory known to all—folk music, songs, operatic and orchestral music
ike” all 1987). -
ahkTehe(sll{iz)tuniiaﬂat Ranelagh was a remarkable and beautiful building,
the grandest music room in the two hundred or so p!easure gardens of
eighteenth-century London. It could not be more unlike a mode_rn con-
cert hall. Canaletto’s painting shows a big circular space three stories high
and a 150 feet in diameter with, in the center, an enormous and ornate oc-
tagonal fireplace, open on all sides, whose chimney doubles as central sup-
port for the roof. In the whole big space there are no seats. .

Warm sunlight pouring in through the second-story windows apd an
open door shows us at floor level a continuous row of _tall arcaded niches;
above them is a colonnaded gallery, and above that is a row of ar‘c.hed
clerestory windows. Big candelabra of shining brass hang from the ce{lmg,
with a smaller one in each ground-floor niche. It must have‘been a glitter-
ing scene at night. At each compass point there is a two-storied arched and
pedimented doorway, one of which has been blocked off to make' a
canopied orchestra platform on which Canaletto show's us, not very dl?-
tinctly, an orchestra playing. It might be Mr. Handel directing one of his
organ concertos or a concerto grosso; or that remarkab.le pher.lomenon,
the eight-year-old Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, p.rese.ntmg a piano con-
certo of his own composition; or the regular music director, Dr. Thoma.s
Arne, directing his new symphony—they all performed there. Whatever it
is they are playing, we can be sure it will be a piece that modern concert au-
diences sit in stillness and silence to listen to.

But that is not what the people in this picture are doing: They are stand-
ing or walking about, talking in pairs and in groups, or just coming and
going, in much the same way as people do in the foyer of a modern concert
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hall. Tt appears that the building has not caused socializing and enjoying
music to be divided into two separate activities as does a modern concert
hall, and the members of the audience seem to be perfectly capable of
doing both things at the same time. We have to assume that they were no
whit less sophisticated or discerning in their musical judgment than mod-
ern audiences, since this is the period, around 1760, that is generally re-
garded as’one of the high points in the history of the Western tradition.

Most of those present seem, at least to our eyes, to be treating the per-
formance as background to their other social activities—there is even in the
foreground a couple of small boys engaged in a bout of fisticuffs—but
there is a knot of people gathered around the musicians’ platform, as in a
later day jazz enthusiasts would gather around the bandstand in a dance
hall when one of the great bands was playing for the dancing. If the musi-
cians are part of the social scene and do not dominate it, it is to large extent
because of the circular shape of the building, which allows no direction to
be the dominant one. Even the musicians’ platform is unobtrusive; it looks
like the afterthought that we are told it was, since the musicians were orig-
inally placed at the center of the space. Another detail emphasizes what is
to our eyes the informality of the scene: in the niches around the circum-
ference can be seen diners seated at tables. In one niche I think I can even
see a waiter bending over obsequiously, taking the order. It looks like a
very agreeable scene.

As we listen today, in the concert hall or on record, to the early piano
concerto of Mozart, the Organ concerto or concerto grosso of Handel, or
the symphony of Arne, we might recall that, while the patterns of sound
we hear are more or less the same as the audience in Canaletto’s painting
was hearing, they are an element of an experience that is very different—
not better, necessarily, or worse but different. That audience took from the
performance what they wanted, and we take from it what we want. Like
any other building, a concert hall is a social construction, designed and
built by social beings in accordance with certain assumptions about desir-

" able human behavior and relationships. These assumptions concern not

only what takes place in the building but go deep into the nature of human
relationships themselves.

See the Canaletto painting on the next page
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