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Abstract 
With the live classical music audience in decline, it has been argued that alternative music venues 

may be an important opportunity for the classical music industry to raise its profile and contribute to 

securing its audience for the future. Even though the recognition of these venues has increased in 

recent years, there is a lack of research on how they are experienced by its audience. This thesis 

investigates how the audience experience live classical music concerts in alternative venues. It 

considers the social processes of live music listening as well as examining the effects of the music 

venue on the audience’s concert experience. This thesis furthermore explores the potential role of 

alternative venues in attracting new audiences to classical music concerts. These issues are 

investigated through a case study on the new music venue National Sawdust in Brooklyn, New 

York. It draws upon nine qualitative interviews with audience members that have attended classical 

music concerts at the venue, as well as two interviews with the managing staff at the venue. The 

findings of this study shows that a considerable aspect of the audience’s experience at National 

Sawdust was assigned to the influence of other audience members. Especially important was the 

sense of feeling included within the event, sharing musical taste and the feeling of other audience 

members being there for the same reasons. It furthermore illustrate how the behavior and visual 

appearance of the performers contributed in making the concert experience less formal and more 

comfortable. The findings of this study suggest that there is potential for further research into the 

impact of listening spaces. This research might consider both the design of the venue and how 

different audience groups inhabit and feel comfortable in the space. This thesis illustrate how the 

size of a performance space may facilitate increased interactions between the audience members 

and the performer. Even though certain findings of this study illustrate how alternative music 

venues may be an important aspect of attracting new audiences to classical music, this study also 

shows that there are many extra-musical variables involved in bringing a rewarding live music 

experience that may serve to alienate and exclude less frequent attenders at classical music concerts. 
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1 Introduction and background  
 

In October 2015, I was on my way to meet a friend at a classical music concert in a new music 

venue in Brooklyn, New York. Initially filled with prejudice of where and how classical music is 

performed, of well-dressed audience and performers in monumental concert halls, this proved to be 

something distinctly different. Now I was standing outside a renovated brick house in the North 

Williamsburg neighborhood, decorated with colorful graffiti and an almost invisible sign saying 

‘National Sawdust Co.’. As I entered the venue, I heard loud talking coming from the performance 

space; from young people casually dressed in sneakers and jeans, to middle-aged audience 

members more formally dressed in blazers. As the concert was starting, I sat down in the front row, 

facing the performer who was standing five meters away from me, and surrounded by walls covered 

with crossing black panels on a white background. The performer introduced the concert by 

engaging the audience with a story highlighting his personal relationship to the music, and as he 

started playing, his body was moving along with the music in an energized way that kept my 

attention throughout the performance. The influence of other audience members and the performer, 

the informal vibe, and the untraditional aesthetics of the venue made me think: in what ways are 

classical music performed today, and can a new concert venue like National Sawdust attract new 

audiences to classical music concerts?   

 

1.1 Aims and research questions 
The performance of live classical music has variously been held to be in a state of crisis. The 

Classical Music Segmentation Studies (2002) shows that American orchestras are adrift in a sea of 

classical music consumers who rarely, if ever, attend live concerts. Of particular concern is the 

aging of the audience and the traditional subscription base (Kolb, 2001) with younger audiences in 

decline (see e.g. Dobson, 2010). Although today’s live classical music scene is characterized by a 

range of ensemble sizes and set-ups, they all have at least one thing in common – they take place 

somewhere. While classical music concerts are most commonly associated with concert halls, in 

many of the major cities in the United States and Europe today, classical musicians and ensembles 

perform in alternative music venues like pubs, nightclubs and spaces dedicated to present live 

classical music. Many of the alternative venues create an atmosphere distinct from the traditional 

concert halls and previous generations of dedicated venues for classical music. It has been argued 

that concerts in alternative venues are one of the growing aspects of the classical music industry and 

that these venues may be an important opportunity for the industry to raise its profile, and change its 
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image with the public (Robinson, 2013). An increased understanding of how these venues work is 

therefore necessary. This thesis seeks to explore how the audience experience classical music 

concerts in alternative venues. It draws upon qualitative research to consider the social processes of 

live music listening as well as examining the effects of the music venue on the audience’s 

experiences. Against this backdrop, the discussions in this thesis will be based on the following 

research question:  

 

- What characterizes the audience’s experiences of live classical music concerts in 
alternative music venues?  

 

These issues are explored through a case study at National Sawdust, a non-profit venue with a wide-

spanning programming including styles such as opera, classical, jazz, pop, and electronic music. 

The research question is being explored through nine qualitative interviews with audiences that 

have attended classical concerts at National Sawdust. Finally, this study investigates the potential 

role of National Sawdust as an alternative music venue in attracting audiences to live classical 

concerts.  

 

- How may alternative music venues contribute to attract new audiences to classical music 
concerts?  

 

In addition to the audience’s experiences of being at National Sawdust, this research question will 

be explored through qualitative research interviews with the staff at National Sawdust investigating 

the relationships between the programing model, the current classical music audience at the venue 

and their strategies of attracting new audiences to the classical music concerts. 

 

1.2 Research context: understanding audiences and the effects 
of music venues 
 
This thesis may be placed within the field of cultural studies, that is concerned with “all those 

practices, institutions and systems of classification through which there are inculcated in a 

population particular values, beliefs, competencies, routines of life and habitual forms of conduct 

(Bennet 1998, p. 28). The object of study is the audience’s experiences of live classical concerts, 

which introduces new perspectives on the significance of live music. It has been argued that 

musicological research has privileged the musical text over the musical experience, with 

investigations of the audience’s experiences receiving greater attention from leisure management 
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researchers than musicologists (Pitts, 2005). The social and psychological factors affecting the live 

music experience may seem to be something of a diversion from the music at the heart of the live 

concert experience. However, these factors offer a framework within which the behavior and 

experience of audience members can be interpreted (Pitts and Spencer, 2008). Bonita M. Kolb 

(2001, p. 52) writes that audience research has traditionally focused on examining the total audience 

and then grouping attendees by demographics such as age, income, education, and frequency of 

attendance. Presence at concerts and continued attendance is commonly taken as a measure of 

success in audience monitoring, but the approach offers little insight into how the experience is 

influenced by the environment within the venue, the quality of the listening experience, as well as 

other audience members (ibid, p. 53). It has been argued that in order to attract audiences in the 

future, we need to start emphasizing the importance of qualitative research into the audience’s 

experiences (O’Reilly and Kerrigan, 2010).  

Stephanie E. Pitts (2016, p. 2) has argued that an important contribution to the study of live 

music is found in psychology of music, with a particular contribution to make in connecting 

empirical data from audiences with knowledge of listening and participation, and exploring the 

ways music cognition, perception and emotion are replicated in live music events. Research has 

investigated isolated aspects of the live music performance, and found that being able to see as well 

as hear the performers can generate stronger emotional responses (Krahé et al, 2015), and that the 

ways the performers are dressed influence the judgement of the quality of the performance 

(Griffiths, 2010). Furthermore, case studies in a range of live music events have explored social 

factors including audience loyalty to a chamber music festival (Pitts and Spencer, 2008), and the 

audience’s experiences of community and belonging in jazz music events (Pitts and Burland, 2013). 

An important contribution in understanding the experience of live music events and the processes of 

engagement, reception and memory, is found in Coughing and Clapping: Investigating Audience 

Experience, edited by Karen Burland and Stephanie E. Pitts (2014). The authors have drawn 

together a range of empirical and theoretical approaches to consider the experience of being an 

audience member. However, others have argued that the live performance situation and the 

audience’s responses to it are only beginning to be understood from a psychological perspective 

(Sloboda et al, 2001). As stated by Pitts (2016), a broader theoretical context for these studies is 

provided by research in sociology and cultural studies, which build on the foundations of 

Bourdieu’s (1984) social stratification of cultural tastes. Later writers in the tradition, such as 

Peterson (1992), have challenged Bourdieu’s class distinctions, proposing the notion of ‘cultural 

omnivore’. 
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It has been argued that there is less empirical research into the classical music audience 

compared with other genres such as pop and jazz (Crawford et al, 2014). However, a growing body 

of research has contributed to an increased understanding of the classical music audience and their 

experiences of live music concerts. Christopher Small’s (1998) Musicking describes the classical 

music concert in detail, including the concert’s role in affirming the values of the audience members 

present at the concerts, and its grounding in rituals. Due to the recent decline in the classical music 

audience, researchers have also focused on exploring the experiences of the first-time attenders at 

these concerts. Bonita M. Kolb (2001) has explored why certain people become subscribers of 

orchestra, while others attend concerts but do not become subscribers, and argues that there is an 

audience that can replace the aging subscriber group. Building on Kolb’s studies, Melissa C. 

Dobson (2010) has investigated the experiences of audience members new to classical music. In the 

study, Dobson recruited nine culturally-aware participants with little or no experience of classical 

concerts to attend three orchestra concerts at London venues. The participants expressed a perceived 

need for information about what they were hearing to heighten their enjoyment of the concert 

experience, and Dobson furthermore strongly emphasizes the points of inclusion and participation 

in the live music experience.  

Another theoretical foundation of this study is found in research investigating the effects of 

the music venues on the audience’s live music experiences. An important contribution is found in 

Robert Kronenburg’s (2012) book Live Architecture: Venues, Stages and Arenas for Popular 

Music, which examines the factors that determine what makes a venue successful. Kronenburg 

(ibid) claims that there has been a considerable recognition of the importance of place as a defining 

factor in music development, meaning the country, city, or the neighborhood where the 

performances are held. However, this research is dealing with “geographical place rather than 

physical space” (ibid, p. 137), and comparatively little has examined the buildings in which these 

experiences happen. Pitts and Burland (2013) claim that the need for an updated view of the 

purpose and practices of music venues is overdue. They argue that an understanding of live music 

needs to take into account the “Physical and the social context in which musical events take place”, 

alongside the processes and preferences “which differently affect the experiences of each individual 

listener” (ibid, p. 8). The awareness of listening spaces found in Pitts’ study suggests that to 

increase the understanding of musical reception and experiences in the concert hall setting, further 

research is needed into the impact of music venues (Pitts, 2005).  

The recognition of the tradition of classical music concerts taking place outside the concert 

halls has increased in recent years. In her doctoral dissertation, Sarah May Robinson (2013) 

explores the business of classical music and considers whether new alternative venues have 
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changed the landscape of the classical music business. Even though it is too early to say whether 

alternative music venues will become traditional venues for chamber music concerts, Robinson 

(ibid) claims that the casual atmosphere and more relaxed rules are increasingly making their way 

from alternative venues into the established concert halls. Even though this study includes 

descriptions of the audience, Robinson did not interview the audience about their concert 

experiences in alternative music venues. It therefore seems like there is a lack of research on how 

the alternative music venues presenting classical concerts are experienced by its audience.   

 

1.3 Limitations 
Even though it is the aim of this thesis to discuss the potential role of alternative venues in attracting 

new audiences to the live classical concerts, the empirical data is limited to the case study 

investigating the experiences of the audience and the descriptions of the staff at National Sawdust. 

The venue is situated in New York, an international city center where excellent performances can 

be heard almost every night, resulting in National Sawdust sharing the field with many other 

successful music venues presenting classical music. The venue’s challenges of attracting audiences 

may therefore seem to be less significant than those experienced by venues situated in cities where 

striving for the audience’s attention is less competitive. On the other hand, the potential audience 

base of this music style may be more limited in other cities. The audience’s experiences may also be 

different depending on their previous experiences of attending live classical concerts in a range of 

venues. However, I will argue that there is a potential for this research to be replicated in a wider 

range of classical music venues, and for the findings to be compared with audiences of other 

musical genres where differences in expectations and behavior may be evident.  

It is beyond the scope of this study to create a comprehensive picture of the audience’s 

experiences of the live classical concerts at National Sawdust. The live concert experience is 

notoriously difficult to access through empirical research, and the complexity of live music events 

makes them hard to reproduce and test. Any number of factors can affect the experience, from how 

the performer introduces the music, to which songs are being played, the ticket price for admission 

to the event, and other audience members. When interviewing people about concerts in retrospect, 

their experiences are not present, but exist as memories or expectations of what is to come (Kjus 

and Danielsen, 2014, p. 665). It may therefore be challenging to access the perceptual, emotional 

and social aspects of the experience. 

 Pitts and Spencer (2008) write that as audiences for live classical music are in decline, there 

is both a practical and a research imperative to understand the experiences of concert attenders and 
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their implications for nurturing audience attendance and enjoyment. Even though the audience 

interviewed for this study had attended several classical music concerts before going to National 

Sawdust, a majority were first-time attenders at the venue. Researching the experiences of frequent 

attenders at classical concerts may be considered to run counter to the ongoing effort of 

understanding the non-attenders’ obstacles of going to classical concerts. However, there is a lack 

of research on the audience’s motivations to attend new music venues presenting classical music. 

Increased understanding of their motivations for attending classical concerts is needed to offer 

insights into the future of the classical music audience, identifying the barriers of future audience 

growth, as well as of converting first-time attenders into frequent attenders (ibid, p. 228). It is my 

hope that this study will contribute to filling this gap in the research. I will encourage the findings 

of this study to be compared to other audience groups at the venue, as well as audiences at other 

alternative venues presenting classical music.  

 

1.4 Terminology 

Before delving into the next chapters of this thesis, there is a need to explain some basic concepts 

that are key to research into classic music venues and their audience. This section is devoted to a 

discussion of the terms classical concert, audience and music venue.  
 

1.4.1 Classical concert  

A concert is here defined as an occasion where musician(s) perform before an audience. Kjus and 

Danielsen (2014, p. 661) write that these face-to-face encounters offer “A greater range of sensory 

impressions than listening to records does, including, of course, images.” The forthcoming chapter 

will discuss the characteristics of the live music concert in more detail.  

The debate regarding what can be defined as classical music is complex, engaging a variety 

of factors like history, society, geography, technology, economy. In this thesis, the term classical 

will refer to musical events containing music from the ‘western classical music tradition’. This 

music style is described as characteristically preserved in a score, often to be expressed by 

musicians on acoustic instruments, and composed within the geographical domain of mainly Europe 

and the US in the period of approximately 1600 to the present day (Abrahamsen et al, read in Vang-

Pedersen, 2015, p. 32). Astrid Vang-Pedersen (2015, p. 36) writes that the innovations of genres 

and musical expressions developed in the 20th century marked a showdown between the romantic 

era and its ideals. With it, new names emerged to describe the move, such as ‘new music’ and 

‘contemporary music.’ Yet the development was, and is still considered “a continuation of the 
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classical music tradition characterized mainly by the common features of a use of score, of 

musicians as the medium for the composer's work and the use of some acoustic instruments” (ibid, 

p. 36). In moving away from the tonality associated with previous eras, composers experimented 

with sound, form, technology and instruments as well as with the performance ‘itself’ (ibid). The 

classical music performance practice will be further discussed in the next chapter of this thesis.  
 

1.4.2 Audience  
The character of the audience varies with musical genre. Being an audience member at a classical 

music concert may be something distinctly different from at a pop music concert. These situations 

are associated with different social conventions for how to behave before, during and after the 

concerts, and the audience may have a strong sense of their identity as an audience member, like 

describing themselves as a ‘professional’ audience member, or a ‘newcomer.’ The understanding of 

audience is often different across academic disciplines with contradictions between a focus on a 

consumer behavior, audience values and segmentation studies on the one hand, and the individual 

experiences on the other (Pitts, 2016, p. 1-2). Pitts and Spencer (2008, p. 279) write that classical 

music audiences are typically described as being among the more privileged members of the 

society, with the time, wealth, and level of education assumed necessary to gain full enjoyment of a 

professional performance. Unlike the popular music audience, the authors claim that the classical 

concertgoers are rarely described as ‘fans,’ but more often as ‘consumers.’ Even though the 

classical music audience may be considered consumers in that they make a financial commitment, 

their behavior is influenced by such a wide variety of factors that loyalty cannot readily be predicted 

or guaranteed (ibid, p. 229).  

In the article “The Decline of the Subscriber Base: A Study of the Philharmonia Orchestra 

Audience,” Bonita M. Kolb (2001, p. 53) provides a model for researching the audience members 

by placing them along a continuum of consumer, fan, cultist, enthusiast and pretty producer. 

Although the model was originally used to describe audiences of the mass media (Abercrombie and 

Longhurst, 1998), Kolb (2001) claims that it can be adapted to describe concert attenders. The first 

group of audience members, the consumers, would attend a few concerts randomly and have a 

general interest in classical music. Fans attend more frequently than the consumers, and would 

develop an interest in specific classical composers or certain star soloists. Their interests go beyond 

passive viewing, such as reading articles about their favorite composers, program notes at the 

concerts, and purchasing recordings of the music to listen to at home. Concert cultists would 

develop an interest in a specialized area, such as chamber music, and pursue their interest by 

attending pre-performance talks of the subject. The concert enthusiasts would pursue their interest 
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in a more formal manner such as becoming subscribers of an orchestra, as well as attending 

educational events and planning their social events around the concerts. For both the concert cultists 

and enthusiasts, concert attendance would be an important part of their identity and lifestyle. The 

last audience group, the pretty producers, would not be content with merely appreciating the music, 

but would become amateur musicians, or arts professionals. This model will be used in the next 

chapters of this thesis to describe the patterns of the audience at National Sawdust.  
 

1.4.3 Music venue  
Places and spaces are both parts of our daily lives. We work in them, experience them, create in 

them, and even engage with them. The term music venue is in many ways vague and can be 

understood as any physical space. One way to understand the term is by describing them as either 

intentional or unintentional. In Live Architecture, Kronenburg (2012, p. 5) writes that intentional 

venues are dedicated to a function in which music is the principal activity, or in which it plays an 

essential part, for example a music hall. Unintentional venues are described as venues dedicated to 

other functions where music is performed as a peripheral though at times highly significant event, 

for example in bars and shopping centers. However, in order to enhance our understanding of the 

physical space of music performance, Kronenburg (ibid) introduces a new categorization of 

buildings, spaces and stages as adopted, adapted and dedicated architectural environments. Even 

though this book mainly examines venues used for popular music performances, I consider it 

possible to widen the genre parameters by applying the typology across other genres, which also has 

been proposed by live music researcher Emma Webster (Webster, 2012). Kronenburg (2012, p. 5) 

writes that adopted buildings are designed for other uses that have come into use informally for 

music performances. Adapted buildings are those that have been significantly modified from 

previous use. Dedicated buildings describes those that have been specially designed for the intent of 

hosting music performances. Although the line between the categories should not be understood as 

fixed, the focus in this thesis will be on the adapted spaces, which often is the result of expediency. 

It is usually both quicker and cheaper to convert an existing building to a performance space 

function, rather than building one from the scratch. The existing building may be situated in a 

location that is particularly conductive for its new use, or the existing building may have a unique 

value, of historic or architectural reasons, that will give the new space a specific identity (ibid, p. 

39). The next chapter of this thesis will describe possible effects of different music venues and 

introduce the characteristics typical of spaces used for classical music concerts. 
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1.5 Outline of the thesis 
The first chapter of this thesis has clarified the background of the study, including the formulation 

of the research questions, explaining the motivations for and limitations of the study, as well as 

placing the thesis in a larger research context. Chapter 2 will discuss the main theoretical 

perspectives applied, including the characteristics of the live music experience, the classical music 

performance practice, and a presentation of approaches to audience development within the field of 

classical music. Chapter 3 will describe the chosen methodology for this study, including the 

planning and the conducting of the qualitative research interviews, as well as the process of 

analyzing the interviews using the method of systematic text condensation. This chapter will further 

include an evaluation of the research quality through the agenda approach EPICURE, followed by a 

clarification of my role as a researcher. Chapters 4 and 5 of the thesis will describe the results of the 

analysis of the qualitative research interviews. The fourth chapter will be dedicated to the 

description of National Sawdust based on the analysis of the interviews with its staff. Chapter five 

will present the audience’s experiences of attending classical music concerts at National Sawdust, 

focusing in particular on how their experiences with classical music before entering National 

Sawdust affect their experiences while there, which in turn informs their motivations to attend more 

concerts afterwards. Chapter 6 will draw on the theoretical perspectives described in chapter 2 to 

discuss the key results presented in chapters 4 and 5 to shed light on the research questions. Chapter 

7 will include some final conclusions highlighting the main findings of this study of how the 

audience experienced the classical music concerts at National Sawdust, as well as some reflections 

on National Sawdust’s potential role in attracting new audiences to classical music concerts.  
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2 Theoretical perspectives  
In the first section of this chapter, an insight is given into the characteristics of the live music 

concert experience and the effects of music venues through a combination of perceptual, 

psychological and sociological perspectives. Next, this chapter will discuss the characteristics of the 

classical music concert by briefly reviewing the conventions of the performance practice. The third 

will introduce some historical perspectives on the concert hall, as well as recent studies exploring 

alternative venues for classical music concerts. The last section of this chapter will discuss different 

approaches to audience development within the field of classical music. The theories suggest that it 

is important to consider the performance context as a whole: to evaluate the artifacts surrounding 

live classical music performances, including aspects of the venue and the social conventions 

influencing the experience.  

 

2.1 Approaching the live music experience  
Before the introduction of the phonograph in 1887, the musical experience was inseparable from the 

performance of the music (Katz, 2004). The new technology enabled the opportunity of listening to 

music without being physically present in time and space when the music was performed. The 

introduction and advent of digital technology has in recent years brought a new environment for 

how music is being listened to. Online services like Spotify, iTunes and YouTube, and portable 

technology outlets are making listening to music an individually customized act. The choice of 

music, location of listening and level of concentration can be controlled with great precision by an 

individual. Due to the increased availability of music, sociologists and economists of music have 

argued that the live music sector must lose out in the competition for leisure expenditure (Frith, 

2007). However, surveys of the UK music industry suggest that live music is one of its more 

buoyant sectors (ibid), and the growth in the music festival market indicates that live music remains 

popular in the digital age (Kjus and Danielsen, 2014). The increased availability of music highlights 

the issue of what sets the live music experience apart from listening to a recording of the music. As 

it is possible to listen to music almost anywhere at all times – why do so many continue to attend 

concerts, risk paying for below standard performances and being bothered by other audience 

members, when it is possible to sit comfortably at home listening to a recording of the music?  

 For some, the experience of live music is entirely dependent upon ‘being there,’ 

experiencing “the feel of the venue, the atmosphere of the event. The proximity to performers or 

other audience members that enables immersion in the music and in some cases leads to ‘flow’ 
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experiences” (Burland and Pitts, 2014, p. 176). In the article “Witnessing,” Durham Peters (2001) 

argues that there is a fundamental difference between the live concert and the recording. The former 

provides “[p]arty, spectacle, noise, dance. Even so. Live music is different” (ibid, p. 718). This 

difference is ultimately related to the understanding of the recording (the CD) as “a souvenir, a 

marker of time and space,” and the concert as an event where “one’s mortal time-line on earth is 

spent” (ibid). The physical presence is enabling touch and eye contact with the artists, and the 

opportunity of witnessing imperfection: “[...] in concert one may hear strains edited out in the 

studio, and witness the labor of the performing body” (ibid). Similar perspectives is found in Alf 

Gabrielsson’s (2011) studies drawing upon audience’s experiences of music to remark the powerful 

experience of the sights to be seen on stage, as well as the things to be touched as part of the live 

music experience. Peters (2001) furthermore argues that the live experience has got an irreplaceable 

value as the witness of an event. “‘Being there’ matters since it avoids the ontological depreciation 

of being a copy. The copy, like hearsay, is indefinitely repeatable; the event is singular, and its 

witnesses are forever irreplaceable in their privileged relation to it” (ibid, p. 718). The witness’s 

experience of the event holds a particular position with regard to the direct sensory experience of it. 

“[...] [D]irect sensory experience – from the taste of pineapple to the pain of childbirth – vanishes 

when put into words and remains inaccessible to others except inasmuch as they claim to share 

similar experience” (ibid, p. 711). Attending live music concerts are by many considered involving 

a feeling of being present in time and space as the concert is taking place, making every 

performance unique.   

 At the time that the audience gathers for a concert, their motivations for being there might be 

largely musical, but the concert experience also has important social aspects. Some will arrive 

alone, others with friends or greet acquaintances across the venue. For some, this might primarily be 

a sociable night out, a chance to escape daily routines, an evening with a sense of duty, or an 

impulsive decision to fill a few hours of the evening. In addition to the music being performed, the 

audience may experience the distractions of others: the enjoyment of watching neighbors as they 

listen, the participation in the collective applause, and the opportunity for conversations about the 

performance (Pitts and Spencer, 2008, p. 227). Live music concerts are fundamentally social events, 

both between the audiences and the performers, and within the audience members themselves (Kjus 

and Danielsen, 2014). An individual’s experience of a live music concerts is therefore affected by 

those with whom we share it. According to Burland and Pitts (2012, p. 529), a sense of connection 

– both with the performers and other audience members – is important to the audience, and it seems 

like individuals need to feel surrounded by like-minded and appreciative others. Moreover, the 

social elements of the live music experience apply equally, though in different forms, in the jazz 
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club, the concert hall, and the pop arena. These elements are part of one’s expectations of the event, 

as well as shaping potential audience members’ motivations to attend (ibid). The experience of live 

music is thus produced through interactions between musicians, audiences, and the environment in 

which the concert takes place, and can be understood as a multi-sensory, immersive, aesthetic, 

musical and social experience (Burland and Pitts, 2014, p. 10).  

 Drawing upon research theorizing music and sociocultural identity, Georgina Born and 

David Hesmondhalgh (2000) argue that it is necessarily to acknowledge that music can variably 

both construct new identities and reflect existing ones. Sociocultural identities are not simply 

constructed in music – there are, according the authors – ‘prior’ identities that come to be embodied 

dynamically in musical cultures, which then also form the reproduction of those identities (ibid, p. 

32). Thus, prevailing views that music is primarily “a means for the imagining of emergent and 

labile identities,” the authors argue that music is equally at times “a medium for marking and 

reinforcing the boundaries of existing sociocultural categories and groups”, like the propagation of 

classification of ethnicity, class and gender (ibid). The authors highlight the importance of both a 

‘collective’ and ‘individual self-identity’ in relation to music that enables the movement across and 

between identities (ibid, p. 33). To account for the range of musical representation of identity, the 

authors make a distinction between musical construction of identity and differences that are 

primarily experiences of the cultural imaginary, what Born refers to as musically-imagined 

communities, and music that is driven by sociocultural identities that are ontologically and 

sociologically prior (ibid, p. 35). In Music and the Social, Georgina Born (2012) writes that the 

musical sounds emitted in a live music event, the architecture of the venue, and the constellation of 

corporeal, social, technological, and discursive mediations in which they are embedded, all locate 

the event generically. The people involved in the event – the musicians, the composer and audience 

members – have a tacit understanding of this generic location, and share an identification with the 

genre that made them attend the event. According to Born (ibid, p. 262), “[t]his is an affective 

identification that is at one and the same time musical, cultural, social;” meanwhile the genre, as an 

aggregation of the affected, forges an imagined community. At the same time, audience members, 

performers and technicians “bear the demographic inscriptions of the individual histories such that 

the socialites of the event are crossed by the social identity formations to which they belong by 

affiliation or involuntary association” (ibid).  
 

2.1.1 The effects of music venues and spaces   

An important aspect of the continuing development of the live music industry is the creation and 

renovation of music venues. The first dedicated buildings for music performances were created in 
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the 19th century, with small drinking and eating houses setting aside rooms for entertainment 

(Kronenburg, 2012). It was not until later with the increased urbanization, that the number of 

potential audiences led to the development of larger buildings in which music became the primarily 

activity. Today, every city and many rural locations have places where music is regularly 

performed, and the number and range of venues is uncountable.  

 Like other human encounters, the live music performance takes place in physical and social 

settings, which, according to Christopher Small (1998, p. 10), “have to be taken into account when 

we ask what meanings are being generated by the performance.” Stephanie E. Pitts (2005) claims 

that the discussion of auditorium design for music is generally preoccupied with acoustics, paying 

little attention to the social effects of being in a shared listening space. She refers to Michael 

Forsyth’s (1987) history of concert hall architecture, and writes that even as sensitive it is to the 

changing relationship between musical works of different eras and their performance setting, 

Forsyth’s approach makes little mention of “the experiences of listeners, and none at all of the 

‘nonlistening’ spaces within concert halls” (Pitts, 2005, p. 7). This approach is supported by 

Kristiansen and Harsløf (2015, p. 13) who claim that “the significance that the space plays in 

hosting performance is not properly recognized.” They further argue that “space is not an empty 

container, but an active agent that engages us – the designers, the performers, and the audience – in 

mutual creation and understanding process of the performance and the space” (ibid). Similar issues 

have been proposed within the field of theatre architecture. Iain Mackintosh (1993) claims that the 

architecture is one of the most vital but least understood ingredients of the theatrical experience. 

The audience is generally less aware of the contribution of the theatre architecture, judging it as 

insignificant as the ease putting it along with the ease of getting a drink, or of buying a ticket.   

Recent research has made important contributions in increasing the understanding of the 

effects of live music venue. In Live Architecture, Kronenburg (2012) writes that the physical form 

of music venues can be described in terms of its space, capacity and facilities. However, it is more 

difficult to describe the particular ambience and character of a venue that makes it a great space to 

experience live music. Kronenburg (2014) writes that in a business that operates in such a highly 

commercial environment, “it might be thought that venues that have successfully created this 

atmosphere will simply continue to be successful.” However, live music is also a business in which 

change is constant, and it is natural that some venues gain greater importance through the 

development of musical scenes that expand into national and international recognition 

(Kloosterman, 2005). Kronenburg (2012) writes that there are certain quantifiable characteristics 

that musicians, stage crew and concert promoters rate as important aspects of a venue. First, the 

acoustics of a performance space should be good and ideally variable depending on the size of the 
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audience or the type of music being played. Furthermore, the temperature is important. It should not 

be too cold as it makes the instruments difficult to play and go out of tune, in addition to making 

audiences feel uncomfortable within the space. An overheated performance space may have the 

same negative influence. The third characteristic proposed by Kronenburg (ibid) is access, both for 

loading equipment, but also in terms of location, enabling the audience to get to the venue easily. 

Pleasant waiting areas for both audience and artist make for enjoyable anticipation of the 

forthcoming event, rather than a boring, uncomfortable, and time-killing period (ibid).  

Mary Joe Bitner (1992) has proposed the framework of servicescapes to investigate the 

impact of the service environment on the behavior of customers and employees. Bitner (ibid) writes 

that the place where a service is provided cannot be hidden, and may have a strong impact on the 

customer’s perceptions of the experience. Servicescapes refers to the built environment: “[...] the 

manmade, physical surroundings as opposed to the natural or social environment” (ibid, p. 58), and 

researchers have suggested that the model may be especially important for experiential services like 

live music concerts where customers are generally required to spend long periods of time in the 

physical surroundings (Minor et al., 2004). Even though the model considers the impact of the 

physical surroundings on both employees and the customers, the focus in this thesis will be on the 

latter. The three dimensions of the servicescape model are described as: ambient conditions, spatial 

layout and functionality, and signs, symbols and artifacts. The ambient conditions generally affect 

the five senses and refer to the background characteristics of the environment, like temperature, 

lightning, noise, and odors. The second dimension, spatial layout and functionality, is of high 

importance to the service encounter, with the first term referring to the ways equipment and 

furnishings are arranged, their size and shape, as well as the relationship between them. 

Functionality concerns the ability of those items to contribute to the costumer’s enjoyment. The last 

dimension of signs, symbol and artifacts stands for signage and décor used to communicate and 

enhance a certain image or mood, or to direct the costumers to certain destinations (Bitner, 1992). 

As the model of servicescapes suggests, there are many extra-musical variables involved in 

supporting a rewarding live music experience.  

 

2.2 Live classical music concerts  
In the late 19th century and early 20th century, classical music was a popular art form with orchestras 

funded primarily by ticket sales (Lebrecht, 1998). Orchestras at the turn of the 20th century regularly 

performed for a large, enthusiastic audience (Robinson, 2013). However, as explained in the 

introduction of this thesis, live classical music performance has variously been described as being in 
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a state of crisis, with lack of funding and decreasing audiences (Kolb, 2001). The National 

Endowment for the Arts undertakes periodic surveys of public participations in the arts in the United 

States. The report shows that attendance at classical concerts, opera and ballet declined by around 

30% from 1982 to 2008. One of the most striking contributors to this decline is the changing age 

profile of the audience. While 16% of the 55-64 age group had attended a classical concert, the 

figure for those under 35 was around 5%. This compares with 90% attendance from that same 

cohort at films and pop concerts.  

Others have suggested that “those who speak of a ‘crisis’ in classical music are really 

describing the irrevocable demise of old, familiar attitudes, expectations and ways of working” 

(Levitt and Rennie, 1999, p. 7). Julian Johnson (2002, p. 1) similarly suggests that changes in the 

classical music field have less to do with the music ‘itself’ than with the changes in other cultural 

practices, values and attitudes. In his study of musical taste and occupational status, Peterson (1992) 

claims that broader social trends of tolerance and exploration are partly responsible for the decline 

of the classical music ‘snob’ who listens to ‘high art’ repertoire and nothing else:  

 
Elite taste is no longer defined simply as the expressed appreciation of the high art forms and a corresponding 
moral disdain of, or patronizing tolerance for, all other aesthetic expressions. [… The] aesthetics of elite status 
are being redefined as the appreciation of all distinctive leisure activities and creative forms along with the 
appreciation of the classical fine art (Peterson, 1992, p. 252)  

 

Robertson’s study suggests a qualitative shift from marking elite status from ‘snobbish exclusion’ to 

‘omnivorous appropriation.’ Sarah May Robinson (2013) writes that many younger listeners define 

themselves by their appreciation of alternative, independent art forms, and expect to participate in 

the events by interacting with the artists and other audience members. 

Even though Robertson’s analysis of the relationship between musical taste and 

occupational status show a broadening of attitudes and access to classical music, other researchers 

have argued that the conventions of the concert hall seem to be at odds with contemporary life (see 

e.g. Pitts, 2005). Astrid Vang-Pedersen (2015, p. 44) argues that modern audiences go to concerts to 

gain experiences, to identify and share themselves and their values with performers and other 

audience members, and to be emotionally aroused. Others have similarly proposed that the 

traditional format of classical music concerts needs to become more participatory in order to attract 

new and younger audience (Ashworth et al, 1999). A study by the John S. and James L. Knight 

Foundation (2002) shows that the number of people who would not like to attend a classical music 

concert exceeds the number of people who do want to attend. When the participants were asked 

what changes they would like to see at classical concerts, a majority answered that they would 
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enjoy greetings from the stage, short introductions to pieces, longer intermissions for socializing, 

more casual clothes for musicians, as well as thematic lighting and decorating. According Vang-

Pedersen (2015), the lack of focus on the audience’s experiences of the classical music concert is an 

obstacle in finding experiences that meet these demands. 
 

2.2.1 What characterizes the live classical music concert?  

John Sloboda and Biranda Ford (2012) propose some key dimensions noticeable in live music 

events, and comment on where classical music concerts tend to lie within these dimensions. The 

researchers do not provide a guide to the classical music performance practice, but rather 

encapsulate distinctions that pervade both informal experiences and scholars’ thoughts. The 

dimensions mainly concern the practices and programs of the major classical music venues and 

organizations. Even though I find the working paper a useful tool to understand the classical music 

performances practice, other studies and literature will be introduced as well in order to discuss the 

proposed dimensions. One way to make the classical music concert enjoyable to more people, the 

authors write, is to shift the concert along one or more of the dimensions identified below.   

 The first dimension is established work versus new work. Established work means work in 

repertoire of tried and tested values, often by authors or composers no longer alive. The authors 

claim that in general, the programs of major classical venues concentrate on established works. 

Some traditional concert halls have spaces dedicated to the performance of new works, but it varies 

to what degree the venues present new works. Small (1998) writes that favoritism towards works 

from the classical and romantic eras is causing stagnation in the classical music field. Even though 

it could be argued that performances of new works would be appealing to more people, a study 

conducted by Roose (2008, p. 247) found that less frequent attendees at classical music concerts 

prefer familiar and easily recognizable tunes. The same study shows that frequent attendees at 

classical music concerts prefer programs that introduce them to something new. From a biological 

standpoint, we are rewarded emotionally when our anticipations are being confirmed (Huron, 

2006), and researchers have highlighted that familiarity with the music one is hearing affects one’s 

interpretation of and emotional reactions to it (Kjus and Danielsen, 2014). According to Dobson and 

Pitts (2011) the concert hall is a cite for informal learning, where attending concerts deepens 

concertgoers’ knowledge of the classical repertoire. Dobson’s (2010) study shows that a lack of 

knowledge about classical music was perceived as a strong barrier to future attendance among first-

time attendees, despite the fact that several of them responded positively to the music that they had 

heard.  
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 The second dimension, predictable versus unpredictable, is described by the researchers as 

being determined by factors like the nature and order of the program, and whether it is known in 

advance or not. Added to this is the level of improvisatory or ad-libbing moments to be found in the 

performance. In concerts with other styles of music, like pop or jazz, the audiences do not usually 

receive programs in advance of the concerts. Classical music concerts, however, tend to be 

predictable with the program describing what music will be played, and in what order. Furthermore, 

the degree of freedom for the performers is quite limited. What musicians play, how they are 

arranged on the stage, and what they wear are usually similar from event to event. According to the 

authors, the more predictable the concert gets, the less easy is it to create a feeling of it as being 

something special. Vang-Pedersen’s (2015, p. 33) approach to the classical music orchestra concert 

concerns similar issues, describing how it is predictable in every aspect of the performance. The 

author writes that the orchestra enters the stage in formal dresses, a bit disorganized and disorderly, 

and proceed to place itself in a structured set-up. Furthermore, the musicians tune their instruments 

before the conductor enters the stage. They stand as the conductor enters and exists the stage. The 

audience receives written programs making the performance even more predictable with notes on 

the composers, the piece, the conductor and the soloists (ibid).   

The third dimension proposed by Sloboda and Ford (2012) is personal versus impersonal. 

This relates to the level of personal engagement of the projection of performers, as well as the level 

of engagement of audience members with each other. One example of projection is talking directly 

to the audience during the performance. Another kind of projection relates to the degree of self-

conscious acting, exemplified as projection of emotional qualities through such things as body 

movement and facial expressions (ibid). According to the authors, this is often restrained or 

idiosyncratic in classical music, with performers either trying to be neutral and invisible or they 

engage in exaggerated gestures that are often similar across different performances. The authors 

note that there are considerable differences across concerts as to what degree the performers stay in 

the role as a performer, or project themselves. The degree to which personal projection is allowed 

and encouraged among audience members also varies. Abrahamsen et al. (read in Vang-Pedersen, 

2015) argue that the concert hall is a space created to preserve and support the fundamental 

hierarchy of classical music tradition with the composer at the top, the audience member at the 

bottom, and between that, the artist performing the composer’s music (see figure 1). The 

researchers claim that within the classical idiom, it is generally considered good taste when 

performers choose the role of serving as medium for the composer and the artwork.   
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Figure 1: The hierarchy of classical concert performance visually illustrated by Vang-Pedersen (2015, p. 39)  

Recent research has argued that the lack of performer-audience interactions in many classical music 

performances alienates a younger generation who is accustomed to concerts being social events 

(Dobson, 2010). While listening in silence is a relatively recent concert hall convention, there is 

now a strong implicit expectation that audience members will give their full attention to the music 

(Burland and Pitts, 2014, p. 29). The conventions of quiet attention expected in a theatre or a 

concert hall are, according to Pitts and Burland (2013, p. 9), “socially enforced not only out of 

respect for the performers, or even the artwork ‘itself,’ but for the mutual comfort of all listeners.” 

Orchestra audiences interviewed by O’Sullivan (2009, p. 218) pointed out the “unpleasant 

proximity of obese neighbors, noisy page-turners, hummers, finger- or foot-tappers and coughers”. 

Quite interestingly, the same respondents acknowledge that rigidity in the conventions of concert 

going would deter new and younger audience members. Abrahamsen et al. (read in Vang-Pedersen, 

2015, p. 42) describe the dogma of classical music tradition’s laying claim to the superior way of 

listening, where the listening experience is pure, and not disturbed by visual of other sensuous 

inputs. However, Eric Clarke (2005, p. 188) has described how the audience’s listening can 

encompass shifts in focus from noting the furniture and surroundings of the concert hall, to “being 

aware of nothing at all beyond a visceral engagement with musical events of absorbing immediacy 

and compulsion”. The rhetoric of classical music listening affords cultural prestige to the latter state 

of mind, yet this is just one among many ways of listening (ibid).  

 The fourth and last dimension are described by Sloboda and Ford (2012) as active versus 

passive, concerning the level of audience behavior and communication. Live music performances 

vary considerably with regard to what is permitted or expected of the audience. Compared to other 

musical genres such as pop or jazz where it is acceptable to clap or cheer during the performances, 

in classical music concerts, the audience generally waits until the end of a work to express one’s 

appreciation of it. There do exist classical music concerts where the audience is encouraged to 

move, either in one’s seat, or around in the space where the concert is happening. However, many 

performance contexts discourage movement and disruptive sounds. In a study conducted by Dobson 
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(2010), she recruited nine culturally aware 25-34 years old who were regular attendees at arts 

events, but had not attended classical concerts recently. The participants went to three classical 

music concerts, two of them described by Dobson as rather traditional symphony concerts in 

traditional venues, and the third as being promoted as an informal event where audience members 

were informed that they could talk, drink, and move around as the concert was in progress, as well 

as applauding whenever they wished. In this study, Dobson strongly emphasizes the points of 

inclusion and participation in the live music experience. In Why Classical Music Still Matters, 

Lawrence Kramer (2007, p. 219) claims that “Classical music turns deadly when we venerate it.” 

Drawing on Kramers’s perspectives, Dobson (2010, p. 11) writes that live classical concerts often 

seem to do precisely that by “instilling and element of the deferential in concert audiences by 

placing them in a subordinate position to the ‘divine status’ of the musical work.” In this position, 

the audience may feel like it has nothing to give, only to receive.  

In a study of the audience at the chamber music festival Music in the Round, Pitts (2005) 

found that the audience valued a sense of collectivity and community in their listening experience, 

as well as feeling valued as ‘active participants’ in a socio-musical event (Pitts and Spencer, 2008). 

The attitudes expressed by the audience had been developed through a number of factors, such as 

the concert venue’s intimate ‘in the round’ setting. Abrahamsen et al. (read in Vang-Pedersen, 2015, 

p. 42) claims that where rock concerts offer a group experience, with the freedom for an individual 

expression of this experience, many classical concerts offer an individual audience experience, with 

the rules of a group expression influencing the individual experience. Audiences whose musical 

references are within popular music culture may find themselves alienated in the classical concert 

hall with its different mode of experiencing. Furthermore, the attendees at rock concerts often stand, 

bringing them closer to one another than compared to audiences at classical music concert that are 

usually seated. Vang-Pedersen (2015, p. 34) writes that classical concert performances can be 

described as a restored behavior, meaning every action taken in the specific situations is learned 

through cultural patterns, following conventions of tradition and ideology. Even though every live 

classical concert is different, each performance is also a repetition of what has been done before. 

Similar perspectives are present in Small (1998), who describes the symphony concert as a ritual, a 

performance of acting out cultural heritage, which unites the members of the culture. The concert 

ritual is separated from the world outside the hall, and everything happens according to conventions 

created many years ago.  
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2.2.2 Venues and spaces for live classical concerts 
The historically changing design of public concerts can tell us something about how audience 

listening has moved from being a social act, incorporating food, drink and conversations, to one 

where the attention is directed towards the performers on stage (Pitts and Burland, 2013). Small 

(1998, p. 43) writes that the eighteenth-century aristocrats treated the musicians and the 

performance as background to their other activities and listened attentively when they felt like it. As 

the mid-nineteenth century music hall layout of chairs around tables shifted to the theatre-style 

facing the stage, the interactions between the performers and the audiences marked a “steady 

movement towards passive spectatorship” (Wiles, 2003, p. 150). Richard Wagner is venerated as 

the first to remove all distractions inherent in the auditorium with the aim of concentrating the 

attention on the stage picture (Mackintosh, 1993). With the Festspielhaus at Bayreuth that opened 

in 1876, his audience was to forgo any social distractions and surrender themselves passively to the 

music drama of the master. According Mackintosh (ibid), the Festspielhaus marks the starting point 

of the modern movement in theatre design.   

 During the 1950s, local opera companies were established all over the United States and 

presented seasons of operas with local choruses, as well as bigger stars and rented scenery (ibid). 

Mackintosh (ibid) claims that for the latter elements, big box office receipts were needed because of 

small or non-existing subsidies. Meanwhile, the success of the regional orchestras in the older 

concert halls suggested that the new halls should be larger. The arguments were both commercial 

and social: “a vital young new audience had been created through long-playing gramophone records 

and it seemed sad to deprive them of the experience of attending concerts by building the halls too 

small” (ibid, p. 113). Mackintosh claims that the movement laid the foundation of an aesthetic that 

resulted in many flat, dull theaters that failed to connect actors to audiences, with the disadvantage 

of “revealing the full extent of unsold seats, so implicitly judging the success of a performance even 

before it has begun.” (ibid, p. 128)  

 Eric Neher (2010, p. 123) writes that the imposing places to which we go to see classical 

music concerts have in a way become transparent, because we are so used to “their particular 

characteristics that we no longer are aware of them as factors in the musical experience”. Small 

(1998, p. 20) claims that the grandeur characteristic of concert halls tells us that the performances 

taking place within these spaces are important social activities. Furthermore, the modern concert 

hall is built on the assumption “that a musical performance is a system of one-way communication, 

from composer to listener through the medium of the performers” (ibid, p. 26). The seating within 

the hall is one example, which faces in the same direction, making conversations with anyone else 
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than the person sitting next to you difficult. Small writes that the auditorium design create a social 

distance, positioning some in a dominant position, others in a subordinate position, and the building 

makes visible certain types of relationships: 

 
Like any other building, a concert hall is a social construction, designed and built by social beings in 
accordance with certain assumptions about desirable human behavior and relationships. These assumptions 
concern not only what takes place in the building but goes deep into the nature of human relationships 
themselves (ibid, p. 29).  

 

Small (ibid) explains that the relationships that the building make visible are not, of course, the total 

meaning of the event, but should be considered one strand of the immensely complex web of 

relationships of the performance. Abercrombie and Longhurst (1998) similarly assert that in larger, 

more formally controlled performance spaces, a sense of ‘social distance’ between the performers 

and audience members result in “an apparent audience passivity” (ibid, p. 50). In her study 

investigating audience’s experiences of the chamber music festival Music In the Round, Pitts (2005) 

found overlapping elements between social and music enjoyment. The festival gets its name from 

the intimate ‘in the round’ setting of the venue, meaning that the audience occupies raised seats 

around a small area, with a clear view of the performers, as well as other audience members. The 

proximity to the stage area was seen among the respondents as beneficial in allowing close visual 

engagement with the performance. Being able to watch friends and acquaintances while the 

performance was going on fostered a sense of belonging, and a feeling of ‘being home’ among the 

respondents (ibid, p. 5). However, Pitts (ibid, p. 6) found that such an atmosphere did not suit 

everybody, seeming particularly alien to those who are accustomed to more conventional styles of 

chamber music performances. Others felt uncomfortable with ‘the hype’ surrounding the concerts, 

as well as the “the intimacy, energy, emotion and enthusiasm of the audience hard to take” (ibid).  

 The Music in the Round festival exemplifies that live classical music is not only performed 

in the traditional concert halls previously described in this chapter. Sarah May Robinson (2013) has 

investigated the history and practice of chamber music performances outside traditional concert 

halls in the United States. The study traces the use of these venues from Bach’s coffee house 

concerts, to the gallery and loft concerts in the 1970s, until the establishment of new alternative 

venues for classical music in the 21st century.  As the 19th century saw the rise of the concert hall as 

the most traditional venue for classical music, small gatherings in private homes were popular 

alternative venues. By the turn of the 20th century, alternative venues like lofts, galleries and art 

spaces emerged, often presenting different music and created a unique atmosphere with a different 

set of rules and expectations than the traditional venues (ibid, p. 35). The rise of the loft series has 
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later been described as the beginning of the division between the ‘uptown’ and ‘downtown’ 

classical music scenes in New York City. The uptown music was new music performed in Town 

Hall, Carnegie Hall and the Lincoln Center, being described as “a continuation of the European 

tradition - primarily, the 12‐ tone tradition” (ibid, p. 18). Downtown music was new music which 

emphasized personal expression over the tradition explained above. Many alternative spaces formed 

in the 60s and 70s did not survive the difficulty of funding the institutions, but some grew up to 

become venerable, established new music destinations, like The Kitchen and Roulette (ibid, p. 28).  

 In every era, alternative venues have been defined to a certain degree by what they are not: 

traditional. Vang-Pedersen (2015, p. 47) writes that classical music outside the traditional concert 

hall finds itself liberated from the traditional conventions. The performances in these venues may 

therefore be experienced as different from what is described by Sloboda and Ford (2012) as the 

classical music performance practice. Robinson (2013, p. 4) describes the alternative venues as 

places where classical music is performed less often then in traditional spaces. Furthermore, these 

venues tend to provide a novel concert atmosphere for both performers and audiences. The 

performances are generally not sponsored by the large organizations that support classical music 

and are usually more open to supporting new and emerging artists. Robinson (ibid) writes that over 

the course of history each new alternative venue rode a wave of popularity that coincided with its 

novelty, but eventually, as audiences became accustomed to the space, they either fell out of favor 

or became part of conventional musical life. However, Robinson (ibid) claims that alternative 

venues are shaping the 21st‐ century classical repertoire. In addition to standard repertoire like early 

music and romantic standards, musicians play new music that is difficult to program in concert 

halls. The musicians interviewed for the study experienced a feeling of artistic independence, a 

freedom to experiment, lower pressure and more fun in alternative venues, in contrast to the high-

stakes atmosphere of the concert hall (ibid).  

 Alternative venues provide musicians with both challenges and opportunities. Since many 

concert halls are built especially to accommodate classical performances, they provide equipment 

for that typical concert. Issues related to the available equipment may therefore arise in alternative 

venues. A drawback identified by Robinson (ibid, p. 104) was the noise level at some venue. In 

order to create effective performances in these spaces, musicians often change the way they present 

concerts through dressing in a less formal way, using lightning and sound technologies, as well as 

presenting themselves in less formal ways. The advantages of performing in alternative venues were 

described as being related to the intimacy and casual environment of these spaces, resulting in a 

more engaged and invested audience. Others experienced alternative venues allowing increased 

interaction between performers and audiences compared with a concert hall setting. Robinson (ibid) 
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writes that the casual atmosphere and more relaxed rules are increasingly making their way from 

alternative venues into the established concert halls. 

 It is not the case that alternative venues must have the technical limitations explained above: 

the lack of equipment and a suitable acoustical environment for hosting classical music 

performances. In 2008, the first venue to present both classical and popular music, Le Poisson 

Rouge (LPR) opened in New York. The 800-seat nightclub is an example of a venue that has made 

strides in presenting classical music to new audiences, reclaiming a more natural and congenial 

relationship between the audience and the artwork (Robinson, 2013). According to Eric Neher 

(2010), the audiences going to classical concerts at LPR are not necessarily the same people 

attending concerts in traditional venues like Carnegie Hall and the Lincoln Center. Ronen Givony, 

who previously programmed LPR’s classical music program, claims that there is an underserved 

audience of young people which does not have a lot of money, but is serious about enjoying what 

New York City has to offer. “Those people will always be able to be turned on my classical music; 

they just need an introduction,” he explains (read in Neher, 2010, p. 129). Neher (2010) writes that 

“establishing a professional, sustainable and fertile tradition outside the traditional houses requires a 

commitment and dedication that is only just now gathering momentum.” However, all live classical 

music should not be performed in alternative venues: “If one wants to hear music-making of that 

sort [...] then traditional halls will always have a place [...] there is room for both new and old in 

classical music connoisseurship,” Neher explains. However, he argues that alternative venues are 

critical for audience development.    

 

2.3 Audience development within the field of classical music 
 

For many classical music performance groups, venues, and organizations, building and maintaining 

a committed audience is a key priority (Sloboda and Wiese, 2016). In the context of low and 

declining audiences, “achieving a stable group of regular repeat attenders is at the heart of many 

organizations’ business strategy” (ibid, p. 2). Audience development is one of many marketing 

activities. Hayes and Slater (2002) claim that audience development is an emerging priority for 

many arts organizations. The authors consider the role of arts organizations in nurturing both new 

and existing audiences, focusing on strengthening the relationship with existing arts audiences who 

may deliver higher levels of loyalty. Two types of audience development models are described: the 

‘mainstream,’ focusing on existing arts attenders and the ‘missionary,’ focusing on traditional non-

attenders at arts events. The long-term benefits of the ‘missionary’ strategy are according to the 

authors unknown, and they furthermore suggest a shift towards the ‘mainstream’ approach. Osborne 



   
 

24 
 

and Rentchler (2010, p. 61) identify four dimensions of activities that arts organizations need to 

address when attempting to attract new audiences. One of the dimensions, which the authors state as 

the most important one, is relationship development. According to the authors, it is no longer 

sufficient for arts organizations to provide an artistic monologue “which audiences are welcome to 

attend and passively hear” (ibid, p. 61). Rather, they must seek to engage communities in a 

conversation in which all parties are invited to participate. Relationship development is a means of 

developing networks, of arts providers, audience and artists. Forging relationships with 

communities and their organizations is one of the many ways arts organizations may connect with 

wider communities.  

Vang-Pedersen (2015) writes that despite institutional and artistic ambition to innovate and 

develop the classical music concert practice, the classical concert still predominantly follows 

traditional conventions. Even though emerging fields like audience development are having an 

effect on the process of concert production, Vang-Pedersen (ibid, p. 30), claims that “when it comes 

to what is happening on stage a visit to a classical concert hall today will in many resemble one 

made then, fifty or even a hundred years ago.” Similar to this, Neher (2010, p. 124) claims that 

there is an increasing notion in classical music circles that the problem of developing the audience 

is not the music, but the practices of the places in which the music is being performed. Even though 

first-time attendees and younger audiences might feel that the concert hall is an interesting place to 

visit once, Neher (2010) claims that it is not a place where they feel at home. Because of that, major 

classical music companies and organizations have started to pay attention to the characteristics of 

their venues, and how they affect the audience’s experiences. So-called off-site performances 

outside the traditional concert halls are one of the approaches taken by these organizations. 

However, Neher (ibid) claims that few have established long-term off-site program models – the 

formulas for success here are not clear – and it is not known how likely it is for the attenders in 

alternative venues to become long-time attenders in traditional venues. According to Robinson 

(2013), some of the classical musicians interviewed for her study have audiences that attend their 

concerts in both conventional and alternative venues. She furthermore found that alternative venues 

often provide classical musicians opportunities of reaching fans of other musical genres since these 

venues can be more appealing to audiences who do not attend concert halls (ibid, p. 69). It should 

be mentioned, however, that these conclusions are based on the observations of the musicians, the 

concert promoters and the venue managers, and not investigations of the audience’s experiences.  

In her study investigating the audience of the Philharmonia Orchestra, Kolb (2001), writes 

that orchestras might need to question the assumption that there is “a mass audience for classical 

music that can somehow be recaptured” (ibid, p. 58). However, Kolb (ibid) claims that there is an 
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audience that can replace the declining subscribers. These audiences are demographically similar, 

and started to attend classical concerts for the same reasons, and at the same age as the regular 

attenders at classical music concerts. An important distinction is that the younger audience group 

has a broad-ranging interest in both classical and popular music, something that results in traditional 

classical music marketing efforts not reaching them. Instead, Kolb (ibid) suggests attracting these 

audiences by ensuring them that the concert is an enjoyable experience, as well as through outreach 

in new advertising media. Furthermore, she claims that these audiences are attracted to specific 

types of programs instead of viewing classical music as worthy of their attention in general. 

Developing niche programming and marketing programs may be a better approach than relying on 

building these audiences’ loyalties to certain orchestras and performance groups (ibid).  

Eric Neher (2010) questions whether the future of classical music, especially when it comes 

to developing audiences, lies with the establishment of new companies, collectives of performers, 

and “entrepreneurial impresarios who have taken the initiative to carve out their own non-traditional 

performance spaces of various stripes” (ibid, p. 126). He proposes that the story of classical music 

in the twenty-first century may eventually be about “a gradual loss of authority by the big 

companies in the big halls,” and a corresponding rise of importance of other spaces (ibid, p. 126). In 

such places, the audiences that classical music administrators and marketers want to reach feel at 

home (ibid). Robinson (2013, p. 112) writes that it is too early to tell if alternative venues will one 

day become a traditional venue for classical music. However, “alternative venues have provided a 

generation of classical musicians with a place to play, experiment and develop their own style of 

music” (ibid). These perspectives will be further discussed in chapter 6 of this thesis.  
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3 Research design and methods  
In the first part of this chapter, the choice of qualitative research as the methodology for this study 

will be explained followed by the definition of semi-structured life world interviews. This section 

will also include the evaluation of the research quality, including reflections upon chosen methods 

and ethical considerations. Subsequently, this chapter will describe the planning and conducting of 

the qualitative research interviews. The next section of this chapter will describe the process of data 

management and analysis, including the analytical method of systematic text condensation. 

 

3.1 The qualitative research study  
The purpose of this study is to explore the audience’s experiences of being at classical music 

concerts at National Sawdust. From my position, an investigation of this kind requires qualitative 

methodology that captures the richness of the themes emerging from the respondent's talk. Steinar 

Kvale and Svend Brinkmann (2009, p. 1) write that the qualitative research interview attempts “to 

understand the world from the subjects' point of view, to unfold the meaning of their experiences, to 

uncover their lived world prior to scientific explanation.” As opposed to quantitative research 

aiming for quantification, the qualitative interview seeks qualitative knowledge as expressed in 

normal language, not numbers. The interviews conducted in this study were designed as semi-

structured life world interviews, in part inspired by phenomenology, which typically concerns 

human subject’s experiences of live world phenomena (ibid, p. 14). The aim was to gain access to 

the descriptions of the everyday lived world of the respondent. Since the approach is semi-

structured, it is neither an open, everyday conversation, nor a closed questionnaire. This method 

gives the researcher flexibility and opportunities of following up on interesting aspects that emerge 

during the interviews. In qualitative interviews, knowledge is constructed socially in the interaction 

between the interviewer and the respondent (ibid). Jonathan Smith (1995) writes that within the 

field of phenomenology, there is a belief in considering what the respondent says as having some 

ongoing significance for her or him in that there is a relationship between what the person says and 

attitudes that she or he can be said to hold.   
 

3.1.1 Evaluating the research quality  

Evaluation is essential for research quality and development. Stige et al (2009) have proposed an 

approach to research evaluation that encourages reflexive dialogue using an evaluation agenda 

called EPICURE. While working with this study I found this agenda very useful in reflecting upon 
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chosen methods, my role as a researcher, the production of knowledge, as well as the implications 

of the study in broader scientific and social terms. EPICURE is an acronym, with each letter 

referring to an aspect of the research investigation that should be evaluated: Engagement, 

Processing, Interpretation, Critique, Usefulness, Relevance, and Ethics. Stige et al (ibid) write that 

each item is relevant in different ways depending on the research tradition in question.  

Engagement refers to the researcher’s continuous interaction with and relationship to the 

phenomenon or situation studied. I therefore consider it necessary to account for my position as a 

researcher in this study. The questions that this thesis addresses emerged organically from my 

experiences of being at a classical concert at National Sawdust, and the decisions made have not 

been influenced by the priorities of the venue. The thematic and methodological decisions of this 

study were made in collaboration with the academic supervisor. However, I was employed as a 

trainee in the marketing department for a short period before conducting the qualitative interviews 

that gave me some in-depth knowledge about the venue, both in terms of how they are reaching out 

to their audiences, as well as the structure of the organization. To distinguish my role as a 

researcher and trainee at the venue, the interviews were conducted separately from when I was 

working at National Sawdust. Instead of letting my own experiences of classical music concerts at 

National Sawdust influence the interviews, I tried to be as open minded as possible about the 

audience’s descriptions. However, my conclusions will necessarily be somewhat influenced by my 

preconceptions about the concerts at the venue. Even though I was familiar with the performance 

practice of classical music before conducting this study, I would not describe myself as an ‘insider’ 

like some of the participants in the study. Since several of them seemed quite knowledgeable about 

classical music, I was concerned that my lack of experience would influence the interviews. I 

therefore spent some time increasing my knowledge about the field before conducting the 

interviews. In situations where I experienced the respondent’s talk as being unclear, I followed up 

with questions clarifying my interpretations.  

Processing refers to the process of producing, ordering, analyzing, and preserving empirical 

material. This chapter is therefore dedicated to a detailed presentation of the different phases of the 

qualitative research study. In the first chapter of this thesis, the research focus was clarified as well 

as were my interests in the subject of study. Through describing when, where and how the 

interviews were conducted, as well as the method of analysis, I strive to present the research project 

as transparently as possible. The next chapter of this thesis will present the empirical data from the 

qualitative interviews.  

Interpretation involves the act of creating meaning by identifying patterns and developing 

contexts for the understanding of experiences and descriptions. As a researcher, I have certain 
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preconceptions of the research field as well as personal values that influence the way data is 

collected and analyzed. When analyzing the qualitative interviews, I tried to locate and be aware of 

how this influenced my interpretations. Through working at National Sawdust and with this study, I 

increased my knowledge about the field. However, it is possible that someone even more familiar 

with it would explore the subjects of study from another point of view. In my opinion, different 

perspectives on subjects discussed in this thesis would increase the understanding of the effects and 

roles of music venues. I strive to make the participants’ experiences the center of attention, as well 

as presenting them as neutrally as possible, while still admitting an interpretative position 

determined by my theoretical knowledge and interests.  

Critique refers to the appraisal of merits and limits of research. This item has a double 

notion: self-critique as well as social critique. Self-critique is relevant in all qualitative studies, 

because the researcher-as-instrument is central. The evaluation of my role as a researcher was 

described above, with the framework of engagement, interpretation and progressing. In the 

following section, I will discuss the influence of cross-cultural relations and interviews with elites. 

The degree to which research is, or could be understood as social critique varies considerably. 

Making classical music available to more people may contribute to positive social change, but the 

implications and consequences of this study are not fully known at the time of the evaluation. As 

the respondents were aware that the research was conducted from a university musicology 

department, there is a possibility that their responses might be inhibited by an understanding of the 

researcher as an ‘expert’ on classical music (see e.g. Smithson, 2000). As an attempt to dispel 

potential constructions of power, the introductions to the interviews had the purpose of highlighting 

that the research sought to understand the participant’s views on the concert experience, rather than 

seeking ‘scientific explanations’ to the emerging subjects.  

The research interview is not a conversation between equal partners. The interviewer sets the 

stage in the interview by determining the topic of the interchange, as well as defining and 

controlling the situation (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). However, different issues might occur when 

interviewing certain types of interview subjects, like elites and in cases of cross-cultural interviews. 

Since I am Norwegian, and the respondents were born and raised in America, as well as several 

European countries, there was a possibility of issues related to cultural differences occurring in the 

interviews. As described by Kvale and Brinkmann (ibid), foreign cultures may involve different 

norms for interaction with strangers including initiative, directness and modes of questioning. In a 

foreign culture, an interviewer needs time to establish familiarity with the new culture and learn 

some of the many verbal and non-verbal factors that may cause interviewers to go amiss. However, 

I did not experience cultural differences influencing the interviews in this study. The reason might 
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be that I was aware of the possibility of these situations occurring, and I had already been living in 

New York for six months before conducting them. Furthermore, the interview with the director of 

National Sawdust may be understood as an elite interview. Kvale and Brinkmann (ibid, p. 147) 

write that the prevailing power symmetry of the interview situation may be canceled out by the 

powerful position of the elite interviewee. One of the issues that occurred in this interview was the 

impression of certain answers being prepared by the director, especially those concerning the 

venue’s history and artistic mission. As a leader for the organization, she is used to preparing 

talking points to promote certain viewpoints. Later in the interview, I focused on asking questions 

with the purpose of entering her descriptions and experiences of certain subjects.  

Usefulness refers to value in relation to practical contexts, and focuses on the impact of the 

qualitative study in relation to real-world problems in various ways. In addition to being of benefit 

to National Sawdust, research on the audience’s experiences may be helpful for the everyday 

management of the arts organization. The usefulness of the findings of this study will furthermore 

be presented in chapter 7 of this thesis. As stated in the second chapter, arts organizations may 

benefit from qualitative research exploring the audience’s experiences.  

Relevance refers to how the study contributes to development of the involved disciplines. 

Researchers need to reflect on how the study contributes new knowledge or original perspectives. In 

the first chapter of this thesis, the research context and the involved disciplines were described, and 

how this thesis may contribute to increased knowledge about audience’s experiences of alternative 

music venues for classical concerts. Similar to the usefulness, the relevance and the potential of the 

findings of this study to be replicated in future research is found in chapters 1 and 7 of this thesis.  

Ethics refers to how values and moral principles are integrated in the actions and reflections 

of research. In qualitative research, it is essential to prevent situations in which the research process 

and the publication of results harm participants and their communities. The researcher should be 

aware that the openness and intimacy of qualitative research might be seductive and lead 

participants to disclose information they may later regret having shared (Kvale and Brinkmann, 

2009). I did not consider this study to be of any direct harm of the participants. Certain respondents 

shared personal stories that they may feel embarrassed by if presented ‘out of context’ in a thesis. 

Because these stories were part of the respondent’s life story, and not of any direct relevance of this 

study, they will not be explicitly presented in the thesis. This project was reported and approved by 

NSD, Data Protection Official for Research.2 To inform the respondents about the project, I 

formulated an informed consent (see appendix 4) which was attached to the invitation to participate 

in the study. The letter informed the participants about the purpose of the investigation, the main 
                                                           

2 http://pvo.nsd.no/prosjekt/51233 
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features of the design, as well as the voluntary participation. Before conducting the interviews, the 

respondents signed written agreements to participate (see appendix 5). I especially felt that it was 

necessarily for the staff at National Sawdust to sign agreements considering that their names will be 

used in the thesis. The information about the audience was collected using pseudonyms to minimize 

the possibility of identifying the individuals involved in the study. Once the interviews were 

transcribed, the identifying characteristics were changed. Consent forms, recordings and 

transcriptions were stored separately and kept secured at all times.  

 

3.2 Preparing the research interviews  
The open structure of research interviews is an asset as well as a problem field in interview 

investigations. There are, however, standard choices of approaches and techniques at the different 

stages of the investigation that may help the researcher to make thoughtful decisions (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009). Designing the interview study involves the planning of the procedures and 

techniques applied. This interview investigation is divided into three parts, with phase 1 including 

the preparations being made before conducting the two main parts of this study, comprised of 

phases 2 and 3. Phase 2 consists of the interviews with the audience, and Phase 3 includes the 

interviews with the staff at National Sawdust. Finally, the aim of the interview investigation is to 

explore the relationship between the themes of phases 2 and 3. The following chapters focus on data 

from phases 2 and 3, but selected data from phase 1 will also be discussed. 

 
Phase 1: A questionnaire was sent to the audiences attending selected classical music concerts at 

National Sawdust.  

Phase 2: Nine in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with a sample selected from the 

respondents in phase 1, representing a range of ages, genders, and degrees of experiences with 

classical music as well as relationships to National Sawdust.  

Phase 3: Two in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with the staff at National 

Sawdust to gain insight into its marketing and outreach strategies, audiences, and motivations for 

presenting classical music.  

 

3.2.1 Mapping the audience 
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) write that the open structure of the research interview means that 

many of the methodological decisions have to be made on the spot in the interview, requiring a high 

level of knowledge on behalf of the interviewer. Spending time in the environment where the 
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interviews are to be conducted will provide the interviewer with an introduction to the local 

language, the daily routines, and the power structures within the culture. Before recruiting audience 

to the interviews, I went to several concerts at National Sawdust, both classical music performances 

and concerts with other styles of music. The aim was to get an impression of the different audience 

groups, the behavior of the staff, the general atmosphere at the venue, the music being performed 

and the musicians performing it. The purpose was to gather information to the process of designing 

the procedure of the interview investigation.  

Initially, I considered recruiting respondents through the method of snowball sampling.3 

However, the impression from the marketing director was that some classical music concerts were 

attended by a certain type of younger audience that did not attend other classical concerts at the 

venue. To recruit a more representative sample, I decided to send a questionnaire to people that had 

attended different types of classical music concerts at the venue. A similar approach was used in a 

study conducted by Sloboda and Wiese (2016). The full list of concerts is presented in Appendix 7, 

and questionnaire in Appendix 6. The classical concerts selected for the questionnaire were chosen 

in collaboration with the marketing director at National Sawdust, and were based on the music 

being performed at the concerts.  

The questionnaire was sent using the online survey tool Surveymonkey4. The invitation to 

participate was sent to 381 people, and I received 85 responses, leading to a response rate of 22 

percent. The access to the register of audience members who had provided email addresses for 

communications from the venue was given to me by the staff at National Sawdust. The questions 

included demographics (age, gender, zip code), frequency and variety of attendance live music 

events (both classical and other styles of music), as well as listening habits, preferred classical 

music venues in New York, and frequency of attending National Sawdust. In the final question, 

they were asked about their interest in future attendance at the venue. Before submitting the 

questionnaire, they were asked if they would be willing to be contacted by the researcher to 

participate in an in-depth interview. I considered the option of handing out questionnaires to the 

audience present at classical music concerts at National Sawdust, thus leaving them with the option 

of whether to receive information about the project. Because of time limits I was concerned about 

this process being too time consuming, leaving less time for conducting and analyzing the 

qualitative interviews.  

 

 

                                                           
3 A method of recruiting involving the research participants suggesting or recruit other participants for the study 
4 www.surveymonkey.com  
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3.2.2 Selection of participants in phases 2 and 3 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) write that if the number of respondents is too small, it is difficult to 

generalize, and it is not possible to test hypotheses. On the other hand, if the number is too high, 

there will hardly be any time to make a penetrating analysis of the interviews. This interview 

investigation is based on eleven individual qualitative research interviews with the audience and 

staff at National Sawdust. Before starting to recruit respondents, I imagined six or seven audience 

interviews as being sufficient to investigating the purpose of this study. However, because I was 

having trouble receiving responses from women wanting to participate in the study, I decided to 

conduct nine, instead of the planned number of interviews. It could probably be argued that since it 

is not the purpose of this study to explore potential differences between genders, less consideration 

should have been put into trying to achieve a gender-neutral sample. However, I have tried not to let 

the number of respondents influence the time left for analyzing and verifying the interviews by 

modifying the design of the investigation.  

As a first step in understanding the audience at National Sawdust, the demographics 

reported from the questionnaire were examined. The survey sample was furthermore categorized to 

recruit audience that expressed a close relationship and knowledge of classical music, as well as 

those attending classical concerts less frequently. In addition, the preferred venues for attending live 

classical concerts indicated the respondent’s experiences of going to traditional and alternative 

music venues. The purpose was to recruit both first-time attenders at National Sawdust and 

returning audiences. This allowed for the opportunity of exploring the relationships between the 

respondent’s experiences of the classical music concerts at National Sawdust with their general 

knowledge of the music, as well as their tendency to attend other music venues.  
 

Table 1: Audience participants in the research study 

Pseudonym Age Group Gender Prior attendance at NS 

John  25-34 M First time attender 

Robert 34-44 M 2nd time  

Mark 65-74 M 3rd time 

Frank 35-44 M First time attender 

Lissie 25-34 F 2nd time 

Martin 65-74 M First time attender 

Margaret 65-74 F First time attender 

Anna 55-64 F 3rd time  

Andrew 25-34 M First time attender 
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Table 2 presents details of the concerts being used for phase 2 in this study. Within the six concerts, 

a wide range of classical repertoire was included, spanning from world premieres, to pieces by 

Olivier Messiaen, Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg’s Holberg Suite, Antonio Vivaldi’s violin 

concertos The Four Seasons, and the American composer John Zorn's The Alchemist. The 

participants were exposed to a wide range of classical music styles, as well as musicians and 

classical music ensembles, from the Norwegian youth orchestra 1B1, musicians form the New York 

Philharmonic, and the Brooklyn-based string quartet Brooklyn Rider.   
 
Table 2: Programs of the six concerts attended by the participants. 

Title of event Date Repertoire Performers  Attended by 

New York 
Philharmonic 
Presents: Contact! 

07.05. 
2016 

Messiaen, Pierre Boulez, George 
Benjamin and Oliver Knussen 

Musicians from New 
York Philharmonic 

"Frank" 

1B1 Presents:  
A Nigh of Grieg 

05.05. 
2016 

Holberg Suite (Edvard Grieg) and 
Holberg Recomprimprovisations 

1B1 String ensemble and  
Erlend Skomsvoll 

"Andrew" 

1B1 Presents:  
Vivaldi with Dan 
Laurin 

05.07. 
2016 

Antonio Vivaldi, Joseph-Nicolas-
Pancrace Royer, Gaspar Sanz, Chiel 
Maijering 

1B1 String ensemble, 
Dan Laurin, Anna 
Paradiso, Jonas 
Nordberg  

"Robert" 

1B1 Presents: Simax 
Evening featuring  
Martin Kuuskman 

05.10. 
2016 

Johan Sebastian Bach, Georg Philipp 
Telemann, Edvard  
Grieg, Dmitri Shostakovich 

String ensemble 1B1, 
Martin Kuuskmann, Lars 
Andreas Tomter 

"Mark" 
"Anna" 

NY Phil Biennial:  
Brooklyn Rider 

06.03. 
2016 

BTT (Colin Jacobsen), ArpRec (Tyonadi 
Braxton), The Alchemist (John Zorn) 

Brooklyn Rider  
(String Quartet) 

"Martin",  
"Margaret",  
"John","Lissie" 

 

The interviews with the staff at National Sawdust were conducted with the director of National 

Sawdust, Paola Prestini, and the director of marketing, Caleb Custer. The purpose of the interview 

with Prestini was to explore the ways she described the aim and mission of the venue, the reasons 

for programming classical music, as well as her experiences of the audience at the classical music 

concerts. The purpose of the interview with Custer was to get a description of the ways the venue 

promotes the classical music concerts, and how marketing classical music concerts may be 

compared to marketing other styles of music. They were both asked about how they consider the 

role of classical music at the venue, as well how they envision the venue influencing the classical 

music field in the future.  
 

3.2.3 Interview guides and pilot interview  

One of the survey respondents was recruited for a pilot interview, with the purpose of identifying 

unclear questions and formulations in the interview guide, described by Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2009) as a script which structures the course of the interview more or less tightly. Three different 

interview guides were designed for this study (see appendix 1,2,3), one for the audience at National 
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Sawdust, and one for each interview with the staff at the venue. The interviews were guided by the 

schedules, rather than being dictated by them, and each interview varied in terms of to what extent 

the sequence was followed. The questions were modified on behalf of what felt natural in the 

interview situation. Most of the questions had a thematic dimension with regard to producing 

knowledge with the research questions in mind. Others had a dynamic dimension with the purpose 

of creating a good interview interaction. Though constructing the interview guides, I was prepared 

for what I thought and hoped that the interviews would cover, as well as being prepared for 

difficulties that potentially could be encountered in the interviews. Smith (1995) claims that having 

thought in advance about the different ways in which the interview may proceed allows the 

interviewer to concentrate more thoroughly on what the respondent is saying during the interview.  

 

3.3 Conducting the interviews 
The interviews with the audiences were held in the second and third weeks of June, 2016, followed 

by the interviews with the staff the following week. Each of the interviews lasted for approximately 

45-60 minutes. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) write that the first few seconds of the interview are 

decisive in setting an interview stage that encourages respondents to talk about themselves. Where 

the interview takes place may also influence how comfortable the respondent feels. The location of 

the interviews was decided by the respondents, which resulted in a majority of them being held at 

coffee shops. One of the respondents preferred conducting the interview in his home office. Each 

interview was introduced by reminding the respondent about the purpose of the study, as well as 

outlining the structure of the interview. Subsequently my role as an independent researcher and 

relationship with National Sawdust was explained. The respondents were told about the voluntary 

participation and the right to withdraw from the study during the interview, in addition to the use of 

the tape recorder. Before starting the interview, each respondent signed a consent form (see 

appendix 5). The briefing was followed by a debriefing after the interview was finished, where the 

respondents were asked whether she or he had any questions or wanted to add something. During 

the interviews, I focused on being an attentive and active listener, both in terms of recognizing 

spoken and body language, and being able to ask appropriate questions. Rather than taking notes 

while conducting the interviews, I set aside approximately 10 minutes after they were finished to 

write down what was learned from the interview, including the observations of the respondent's 

facial and bodily expressions. 
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3.4 Data management and analysis    
3.4.1 Transcription 

Each interview was transcribed typically within a few days after they had been conducted. This 

process involved transforming the oral interview conversation into a written text, in the form of 

transcripts enabling analysis. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) explain that there is no correct way of 

transcribing; it depends on the intended use of the transcript. The interviews in this study were 

transcribed as closely as possible to what the respondents were saying, retaining frequent 

repetitions, noting hm’s and the like. Short pauses were marked with “…,” and longer breaks were 

marked with […]. I further chose to denote laughter, accentuated words or phrases, as well as 

gestures or non-verbal behavior. In a few cases, slightly modified verbatim mode was used to 

preserve the original meaning of a statement. Together with sound recordings, the transcriptions of 

the interviews, as well as other written texts, constitute the material for the analysis.   
 

3.4.2 Systematic text condensation  

There are different analytical approaches available to uncover the meanings in interview texts. 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) write that the appropriate methods of analysis depend on the basis, 

purpose and topic of the investigation, in addition to the nature of the interview material. To address 

the aim of the study, qualitative data from the semi-structured life world interviews were analyzed 

using the systematic text condensation (STC) method. The method is inspired by Amedeo Giorgi 

(1985) and phenomenological analysis, and modified by Kirsti Malterud (2012). The 

phenomenological approach explores the objects from the perspective of how they are experienced. 

Malterud (ibid) writes that STC is a descriptive and explorative method for thematic cross-case 

analysis of different types of qualitative data, presenting the experience of the participants as 

expressed by themselves. The method was chosen for this study because it is well suited for 

analysis that synthesizes and systematizes information from a range of participants, as well as being 

suited for development of descriptions and notions related to human experiences. The method is not 

solely driven by theory or immersion in the data. Instead the researcher identifies units of meaning 

within the text and develops categories based on these, followed by condensing and reorganizing 

the data in a systematic manner (ibid). The procedure consists of the following four steps:  
 

1) Total impression – from chaos to themes 

In the first step the transcriptions were read through several times to get familiar with the content. I 

tried to put aside my preconceptions from conducting the interviews, while still admitting an 

interpretative position determined by the research questions and professional discipline. The 
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purpose was to get a general impression of the whole, looking for preliminary themes associated 

with the participant’s experiences. After reading the full transcripts, I made a list of overreaching 

themes, like for example: Listening habits and concert attendance, relationship to classical music, 

experiences of attending National Sawdust, and thoughts on the influence of National Sawdust.   
 

2) Identifying and sorting meaning units – from themes to codes 

In the second step of the analysis, the purpose was to identify and organize data elements that may 

elucidate the study questions. The transcript was read to identify meaning units, defined by 

Malterud (ibid) as text fragments containing some information about the research questions. The 

material was categorized in codes, by identifying, classifying and sorting meaning units related to 

the previously negotiated themes. Finding the most suitable codes was one of the most difficult and 

comprehensive tasks of the analysis, and I often found that the original codes chosen were not 

sufficiently accurate. The meaning units were sorted according to the codes in the tables below.    

 
Table 3: Codes and sub-codes. Interviews with the audience  

CODE 1 Relationship to classical music    

SUBCODE Listening habits   
Concert attendance 
(traditional, alt. venues) 

Motivations to attend live 
classical concerts   

CODE 2 
Experiences of other audience 
members at NS   

SUBCODE Demographics  
Negative experiences of 
behavior    

Positive experiences of 
behavior  

CODE 3 
Experiences of the building 
and space      

SUBCODE Visual design and décor  Size and intimacy 
Feeling comfortable / 
uncomfortable  

CODE 4 Experiences of the performers   

SUBCODE Visual appearance Social interactions 
Technique/musical 
performance 

CODE 5 The role and influence of NS   

SUBCODE 
Future listening 
habits/attendance at NS  

Contribution to NY classical 
music scene  

Attracting/developing new 
audiences 

 
Table 4: Codes and sub-codes interviews with the staff 

CODE 1 The vision behind NS    
SUBCODE The building   The programming  The audience 
CODE 2 Today's NS    
SUBCODE The building   The programming  The audience  
CODE 3 The future NS    
SUBCODE The programming  The audience   
CODE 4 The role of classical music at NS   

CODE 5 
Ideas behind presenting classical 
music at NS 

Today's practice of classical 
music at NS 

The future role of 
classical music at NS 

SUBCODE Marketing at NS   

 
Marketing of classical music 
concert  Marketing of other genres  Audience development  
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3) Condensation – from code to meaning  

In the third step, I abstracted the meaning units within each of the code groups established in step 

two. The text as a whole was reduced to decontextualized selections of meaning units sorted as 

thematic code groups across the participants. The meaning units of one code group were sorted into 

sub-groups as seen in the tables above. By reviewing every meaning unit within the subgroup, the 

content was reduced to a condensate, defined by Malterud (ibid) as an artificial quotation 

maintaining, as far as possible, the original terminology as expressed by the respondent. The 

condensate is written in first-person format as a reminder to represent every participant who 

provided information on this specific issue (ibid). The process started by finding a rich and vivid 

meaning unit, then adding text from the remaining meaning units around this text. The meaning 

units that I was not able to incorporate in this condensate, I put aside for the time being. Later on, I 

decided whether it belonged to this or another subgroup, or whether it was not a meaning unit after 

all. When the condensate was finished, I identified an authentic and illustrative quotation. Then I 

reviewed each of the remaining subgroups within the same code group, leading to aspects 

representing the thematic content of the code group. Even though this process felt time consuming 

and comprehensive, working through the text in such a systematic way enabled new insight and 

perspectives into the participant’s experiences.    
 

4) Synthesizing – from condensation to descriptions and concepts 

In the last step of the analysis, the data was reconceptualized. I developed a story that described the 

findings by taking the condensates and quotations from each subgroup within a code group. In this 

step, the researcher takes the role of a re-narrator, writing in third-person format (ibid). I further 

returned to the full transcript to validate whether the synthesis and the quotations still reflected the 

original context appropriately. In the final step of the analysis, the results are not only 

communicated by the analytic text, but concentrated in the category heading of each code group. 

The results of the analysis will be presented in chapter 4 and 5 of this thesis, and discussed and 

compared with existing knowledge in chapter 6.   
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4 National Sawdust  
This chapter is dedicated to the description of National Sawdust based on the analysis of the 

qualitative interviews with Paola Prestini and Caleb Custer. The first section of the chapter will 

outline the background and the establishment of the venue, as well as the characteristics of the 

building where it is currently situated. Subsequently, this chapter will describe the programming 

model at the venue. The last sections of this chapter will concern the audience at National Sawdust, 

as well as the venue’s audience development approaches. 

 

4.1 The building 
National Sawdust, originally founded as Original Music Workshop in 2012, held its inaugural 

performance October 1st in 2015. The venue is situated in an adapted space in a former warehouse 

in Williamsburg, New York, created by Bureau V Architecture and Arup, in collaboration with the 

founding leader of National Sawdust, Kevin Dolan. Caleb Custer described that they initially tried 

to find a space in Manhattan, but as it became clear that this would be too expensive, they started 

looking for properties in Brooklyn. In addition to being more affordable, the potential audience base 

of the Williamsburg area was considered being beneficial, as it would make it easier to attract 

audiences who were not regular attenders at the type of concerts that the venue would present. The 

ideas behind the renovation of the sawdust factory were, according to Paola Prestini, ultimately 

grounded in Kevin Dolan’s vision of creating a space that composers would want to write in. Great 

acoustics was one of the requirements, including the ability to do both complex electronic pieces, as 

well as acoustic concerts. The intimacy of the space was important in order to create an 

environment where audiences could sit close to the performers (Interview with Prestini).  

Today the space operates as a rehearsal and recording space during the day and as a 

performance venue in the evening. The venue includes a front entrance with a lobby (picture 5), a 

restaurant and a bar. The performance space is separated from the bar and the restaurant by an 

acoustic door, allowing events to occur simultaneously. According to Arup (2017), the 1,500ft2 

performance space can accommodate 170 seated, or 350 standing guests, as well as a 70-seat 

orchestra. The center of the performance space (picture 1) was designed to accommodate different 

forms of performances with height-adjustable staging that rises out of the floor (picture 2.), and 

flexible seating that allows multiple configurations and audience sizes.  
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Picture 1: The performance space seen from the balcony5 

 
Picture 2: The height-adjustable staging  

 
                                                           

5 The pictures in this thesis were taken by the author 
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The control booth, at the front of the balcony on the upper level (picture 1.1.), has operable walls 

that open for live performance and close for recording (Arup, 2017). Sound-absorbing curtains are 

hidden behind the transparent screens, allowing the acoustics of the room to be tailored for 

individual performances ibid). The box-in-box construction method that the architects and sound 

engineers used when designing the building, isolates the performance space from the exterior noises 

from surrounding streets, and creates the acoustical environment necessary for the entire repertoire 

performed at the venue. The performance hall includes clusters of main loudspeakers flown from 

the ceiling to evenly distribute sound (picture 1.1). Moreover, the historic brick shell of the factory 

is one of the defining characteristics of the building (picture 1.4). 

 

Picture 3: Concert with string ensemble 1B1 and pianist Simone Dinnerstein  
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Picture 4: The performance venue seen from the street 

 
Picture 5: The lobby. Entrance in front and box office on the left 
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4.2 How does programming work at National Sawdust? 
On National Sawdust’s website, the venue is described as an “unparalleled, artist-led, non-profit 

venue, is a place for exploration and discovery. A place where emerging and established artists can 

share their music with serious music fans and casual listeners alike” (National Sawdust, 2017a). 

Both Prestini and Custer use the word accelerator when talking about what National Sawdust is 

trying to achieve. “If I had to summarize it in a word… the idea of National Sawdust as a music 

accelerator, or taking people whose career is (sic) going pretty well and bringing that to people who 

are just starting,” Since the venue is not mainly supported through ticketing, but contributions from 

funders and donors, Custer describes that the fundraising “needs kind of a larger splash or a larger 

question of what National Sawdust is in order for that to be effective.” To attract interest from 

funders, the venue’s mission needs to be something bigger than “just shows, bigger than just the 

venue, bigger than just bringing people in over and over again,” Custer explains.  

Prestini describes National Sawdust’s programming model as geared towards four principles 

that artists need to address in order to survive in the 21st century. Those are talent, 

entrepreneurshipism, activism and a sense of educating (Interview with Prestini). However, the 

complexity of the model makes it difficult to understand why and how a given concert ended up 

being presented at the venue. Prestini and Custer describe the model as consisting of the following 

aspects:  
 

- Curators who program their own works and others  

- Artists and groups in residence 

- National Sawdust’s in-house programming team  

- Partner organizations (e.g. the New York Philharmonic, Carnegie Hall) 

 
The curators are, as explained by Prestini, “respected people whose opinions kind of influence the 

field for their will and their choices.” They are given a platform to advance the field through 

promoting emerging artists, as well as established voices from around the world (Interview with 

Presini). This season’s curators range from the composer Robert Sirota, the singer and new music 

composer, Theo Bleckmann, music producer Adam Abershouse, cellist Jefferey Zeigler, singer 

Magos Herrerra, and the composer Timo Andres (National Sawdust, 2017b). According to Custer 

(2016), there are significant challenges with this model, both logistically, “that it matches up with 

everyone’s schedules,” and of messaging it to their audience. Even though it results in some 

challenges, Custer supports the idea of having curators deciding parts of the venue’s programming. 
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However, he explains that it might have been too ambitious to choose this model in the first year of 

the venue, as the system of realizing it had not yet been established.  

In addition to seasonal curators, the venue chooses groups and artists in residence. The 

residencies commission pieces, provide rehearsal space and recording opportunities, as well as 

technical and marketing support. The aim is for the artists to develop new works during the 

residencies, often in collaboration with other artists they meet during the residency (National 

Sawdust, 2016b). According to National Sawdust’s website, the artists in residences are either in 

early stages of their careers, or at transition points like going from working with performance to 

composition, or from ensemble to solo work. Like the seasonal curators, the artists and groups in 

residence are diverse in background and musical styles (National Sawdust, 2016b).  

The in-house programming team at National Sawdust programs the In Situ series. These 

musicians, groups and composers may then be introduced to the curator or residency program. The 

partner organizations are either production companies or larger arts institutions and symphony 

orchestras. As opposed to the curators that are considered the tastemakers of the programming 

model, the partners are the organizations that might have a more vested interest in National Sawdust 

(interview with Custer). The model of curators, residencies, partnerships and in-house programming 

results in a range of musical styles being presented at National Sawdust, described by Prestini as 

going “all over, it’s classical, opera, jazz, blues, folk, world, it’s very wide.” However, the mission 

of the organization is not to present popular music, “it can be fine without,” Prestini explains, “it’s 

to present music that is underserved” (Interview with Prestini).  
 

4.2.1 Classical music programming 

On average, Custer believes that the venue presents classical music concerts between two and four 

times a month. On an irregular basis, they arrange festivals, which may result in seven classical 

concerts being presented during a week. Prestini describes the classical concert as ranging from 

what the partner organizations like the New York Philharmonic presents that may be similar to the 

repertoire performed in concert halls, to more radical classical music composed by Italian 

modernists. The New York Philharmonic and Carnegie Hall’s interest in the partnership with 

National Sawdust might be related to their strategies of developing their audience base.  

 
I would say it’s an obvious connection for them…they deal with the average classical music problem of aging 
audiences and they are looking for ways to make that more appealing to young audience. For them is a 
probably like: ‘we already have established musicians’, and to be able to put that in an environment that’s less 
established, I won’t say that it does appeal, but it can appeal to younger audiences…it would be interesting to 
see how much of that cross over happens for people who end up buying tickets…we can certainly offer you 
access to a younger audience, whether or not that actually appeals to a younger audience is a different matter. 
(Custer) 
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Custer explains that the classical concerts presented at National Sawdust usually have some kind of 

a ‘twist’ making it a little bit different compared to the concerts in more traditional venues. He 

furthermore describes that it is less “a part of the paradigm of what classical music concerts 

typically is” (Interview with Custer). Different arrangements of the pieces, or a symphony piece 

performed by a smaller ensemble, are examples of what might make the performances at National 

Sawdust different. The curators’ and the musicians’ sense of themselves as artists influences the 

decisions of what will be programmed at National Sawdust. “It has to be an artist who’s presenting 

something unique.” Prestini describes. “We’re not going to present someone who’s doing just 

another Bach Partita…it's about personality…they can do that at Lincoln Center. We are into 

presenting artists who are thinking about themselves in a different way.” Prestini explains that 

artists seeking a solo carrier need to consider themselves as more than an accomplished musician, 

which includes how they want to program their works in a unique way, as well as how they are 

marketing themselves. She furthermore explains that they need to consider what clothes to wear, 

and what kind of story they want to tell: “Most important is of course the art, but as an artists you 

should ask yourself, you know, what message you are telling people, and why should people listen 

to you.” The classical musicians performing at the venue have just recently started to consider these 

aspects of their performances: “Different art forms have more emphasis on branding and marketing 

than classical [...] it's not been that long that classical musicians have been digging this way,” 

Prestini explains. She furthermore describes the ideas behind the programming model as being 

related to challenging the ways things are presented and commissioned:   

 
I think that in our field here in America, the administrative aspect of foundations and the people who decide 
what's good, they never change [...] I just don't like the industry and the way that things kind of get very…set 
in its way, and then there is this clique and everybody knows each other and they present the same artists…and 
I just can't do that. (Prestini)  

 

Instead of arts administrators and institutions deciding what music to present at the venue, Prestini 

wants the model to place the power in the hands of the musicians, creating “a place where people 

can experience a non-patrician type of behavior.” This is also the reason why Prestini does not 

curate: “If I were curating everything would be problematic,” she explains (Interview with Prestini).   

Compared to the other musical styles at the venue, Custer and Prestini explain that the 

classical musicians do not usually tend to use the lighting at the venue as much. “I would be very 

impressed to see a classical concert like that…it would be interesting,” Custer says. Most of the 

classical musicians perform unamplified, or with minimal use of amplification. Furthermore, these 

concerts usually tend to be seated, which Custer believes influences how the audience behaves at 
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the concert. “Whether they are supposed to be walking around talking to people and holding a drink 

versus a place where you're supposed to sit down and have a program, that changes you 

know…what you expect the audience to do or talk about or behave” (Interview with Custer). 

Prestini explains that at some classical music concerts, the musicians decide that the bar will be 

closed during the performance. “Sometimes the performances need to be listened to in quiet,” she 

explains. “If you’re listening to a quiet violin and there's noise coming from the bar, it’s going to be 

annoying” (Interview with Prestini). Similar to other classical music venues, there is more of a 

protocol of how people behave at the classical concerts compared to other styles of music. Even 

though the staff at National Sawdust encourage the performers to be flexible in terms of how they 

want to present themselves, in the end it all comes down to the choices of the performer. “You’re 

battling hundreds of years of history, and it’s not going to change overnight,” Prestini explains.  

Programming classical music concert does not make sense financially, Custer explains. One 

of the reasons is the size of the classical music groups, which tend to be more than one person. 

When you have to split the revenue from the ticket sales between eight or ten people, “the space 

isn’t quite big enough, or you cannot really charge a high enough ticket price to still [...] have more 

than a few dollars to spend on each person,” Custer explains. The concert revenue is usually spilt 

between the musicians and the venue, and the costs of the audiences are generally between 15 and 

25 dollars. Custer explains that if National Sawdust were a thousand-seat space and they could 

charge 50 or 100 dollars a ticket, it would be possible to make money from the classical concerts. 

However, “pretty much nowhere in the world do classical concerts pay for themselves through 

tickets sales,” Custer explains, referring to the declining audiences for live classical music.  

Although the reasons for programming classical music are not directly related to the revenue 

gained from the ticket sales, there might be other values of presenting these concerts. According to 

Custer, “people who…like to donate money may like classical concerts [...] that makes sense to 

certain groups.” Furthermore, there are branding and press opportunities that come with 

programming classical music: “Whereas the New York Times doesn't necessarily review pop or 

indie…when you do high caliber programming you get great criticism,” Prestini explains. When the 

venue has great New York Times reviews “all of a sudden funders are like, oh, I’m going to help this 

organization” (Interview with Prestini). However, the reasons for programming classical music are 

not only to attract the attention from funders: “That’s why it [the venue] exists,” Custer explains. “It 

is a part of the continuing mission of the organization,” and regardless of how much money it 

makes, they will continue programming classical music in order to fulfill the mission of the 

organization.  
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4.3 The classical music audience at National Sawdust  
Even though Custer explains that the statistics from the ticketing service shows that the general 

audience at National Sawdust is predominantly young, with about 70% being under 35 years old, 

this may not be the best description of all audiences at the venue. The larger events that attract the 

most people are categorized as alternative pop and rock music. Furthermore, because these concerts 

are not seated, the audience capacity is better. Custer explains: “if you have an indie rock event 

ending up selling 320 tickets that may outlay 5 other events that sold 50 tickets.” The audience is 

relatively evenly mixed between men and women, and “skews pretty high in terms of average 

income,” Custer explains.  

Even for classical music, the audience demographics may vary to great extent across the 

different concerts. Custer believes that these concerts tend to skew a little bit older compared to the 

general audience at the venue, and those who are more than 50+ probably go to the classical music 

concerts. A majority of the classical concerts at National Sawdust are presented by partner 

organizations like the New York Philharmonic. According to Custer, these concerts are primarily 

promoted by the partner organization because their audience base is a “hundred times the size of 

National Sawdust’s” (Interview with Custer). Regardless of what marketing campaign National 

Sawdust would be able to do, most people will hear about it from the partner. The result, according 

to Custer, is that the audience tends to be similar to those of the traditional concert halls, rather than 

the average audience at National Sawdust. Prestini similarly describes:  

 
Prestini: I mean we don't have a huge Manhattan based following, so we are definitely getting another 
audience [compared to the partner organizations]. 
Sigrid: In what ways? How would you describe the audience at these concerts?  
Prestini: I mean, I think for the New York Phil we do get a lot of people who follow the philharmonic, they 
don’t typically have a young audience…but for everything else it's a mix of the burroughs. 
 

Prestini believes that as the audience base at National Sawdust grows and people begin to 

understand and trust it, the venue will be able to reach audiences that are different from the current 

audience base of the partner organizations. According to Custer, the concerts with the string quartet 

Brooklyn Rider attracts people who live in Brooklyn that enjoy a wider range of music. These 

audiences are closer to the venue’s average audience demographics. The classical concerts are 

generally seated which results in limited capacity compared to other events.  

Certain findings in the data set from the background questionnaire support Prestini and 

Custer’s descriptions of the classical audience at National Sawdust. Almost no difference was found 

in the gender composition, with 50.59% female and 49.41% male. Compared to other studies on the 
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classical music audience, the data set proved quite interesting. The modal range was 25-34 

(30.59%), with 7.06% in the 18-24 range, 17.65% in the 35-44, 7.06% in the 45-54, 16.47% in the 

55-64, 17.65% in the 65-74, and 3.53% in the 75+ range (see figure 2). This does in part support 

Custer’s descriptions of the classical audience at the venue as being dominated by two main groups: 

the younger ones similar to the venue’s general audience, as well as an older group that may be 

more specific to the classical music concerts at the venue. The types of concerts chosen for the 

questionnaire may have influenced the data set, as four of the concerts were presented by partner 

organizations, and these concerts generally attract more of an audience. However, one of these 

concerts was with Brooklyn Rider that, as explained by Custer, usually attracts a younger audience.  

The background questionnaire provides some information on to what parts of New York the 

audience belongs. 42% provided a ZIP code in Manhattan, 37% in Brooklyn, 9% in another state in 

the US, 5% in the Queens, 5% in the state of New York (outside the City of New York), and 2% in 

the Bronx. The data does in part run counter of Prestini’s claim that National Sawdust does not have 

a huge Manhattan-based following.  
 

Figure 2: The respondent’s ages 

 
A rather high percentage of the respondents were regular or frequent attendees at live classical 

music concerts, with 62.35% of the respondents attending several days a week, once a week, once 

every two months or monthly. For those choosing the option of ‘other,’ they have specified that 

they attend more or less frequent than the options given in the questionnaire. Others expressed 

difficulties of estimating the frequency of attendance. The respondent’s indications of listening 

habits show that 49.41% of the respondents listen to classical music several days a week and 

16.47% once a week. Of those listening less frequently to classical music, 5.88% of the respondents 

listen monthly, 8.24% once every three months and 2.35% once every six months.  
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Figure 3: The respondent’s frequency of attending live classical music concerts 

 
Some clustering was noted in responses to the question of preferred venues for classical music 

concerts. The most frequently mentioned venues were Lincoln Hall (including the David Geffen 

Hall, Alice Tully Hall and the Metropolitan Opera) (68) and Carnegie Hall (52). Alternative venues 

for classical music performances were also mentioned, with Le Poisson Rouge being the most 

frequent (25), followed by Roulette (12). 29% of the respondents who both gave Lincoln Hall and 

Carnegie Hall as their preferred listening venues did not mention any of the alternative venues in 

their list of venues. Again, the concerts chosen for this survey might have influenced the data, and a 

survey focusing exclusively on classical concerts not programmed by partner organizations may 

result in other findings. It is also possible that some respondents do not considering alternative 

venues as ‘classical music venues.’ The respondents that named alternative venues typically had a 

long list of venues they attend including traditional concert halls.  

 The frequency of attending National Sawdust does in some way support Custer’s 

descriptions of most audience members being first-time attendees at the venue, as 47.62% of the 

respondents chose this option in the questionnaire. 5.59% of the respondents visit National Sawdust 

once every two weeks, 13.10% monthly, 17.86% once every three months, and 2.38% once every 

six months. Of those choosing the option ‘other,’ some specified that they attend occasionally and 

for specific events. Others typically wrote the number of attendance during the past two months 

suggesting that it is difficult to estimate their frequency of attendance.  
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Figure 4: The respondent’s frequency of visiting National Sawdust  

  
 

The two last questions of the survey show that 93.39% of the respondents would like to return for a 

concert with classical music at National Sawdust, and 90.94% would like to return for a concert 

with another musical style at the venue. The comments in table (NU) were given by the respondents 

when explaining their motivation for future attendance at National Sawdust. The acoustics and the 

aesthetics of the performance space were given by certain respondents as reasons for why they are 

not interested in future attendance at the venue. Of those only wanting to return for classical music 

concerts, a liking for this musical style and the location of National Sawdust were given as reasons 

for why they would not return for other concerts. Several of the respondents who want to return for 

concerts at National Sawdust mention the acoustics, the size and the aesthetics of the performance 

space as motivations for future attendance, resulting in frequent mentions of ‘intimate,’ as well as 

comments on the acoustics and the architecture of the space. Furthermore, several of these 

respondents commented on the environment as being ‘comfortable,’ ‘enjoyable’ and ‘informal,’ 

enabling a certain kind of connection between audience members and the performers. Even though 

the purpose of the study is not to draw any conclusions based on these comments, they indicate 

certain aspects that will be central in the next chapter of this thesis. 
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Table 5: The questionnaire respondent’s comments on future motivations to attend National Sawdust 
Category  Comments  

Do not want to 
return for 
another 
musical style  

“Just not likely to head out there for something else.” 
“I am a classical music lover.” 
“The artificial reverb is a drag. Such a small and new space, it's a shame the acoustic isn’t 
adequate and pleasant enough for unamplified instruments.” 

Do not want to 
return for any 
concerts  

“Not until the black stripes/panels are removed from the stage area”  
“I don't like the aesthetics of the space. The seating on the floor is okay, but the balcony 
seating has poor sightlines because of the rail.”  
“Chairs need to be more comfortable and less noisy.” 

Do want to 
attend  
classical 
concerts and 
other styles of 
music 

“The more intimate experience, it’s a cool venue.” 
“Nice venue, small but comfortable, relatively easy to get to.” 
“Astonishing acoustics, stunningly beautiful architecture.” 
“Great programming and great place!”  
“Love the intimacy!!! Love the atmosphere.” 
“Unique venue, different way of presenting classical music to audiences that makes it new 
and enjoyable and engaging to all people.” 
“I love the choice of the performers, place is wonderful, people that come to the concerts as 
well, like the informal way of listening to the music and the opportunity to talk to the 
musicians before or after the concert.” 
“I think it could be a great fit for a variety of shows, everything from bluegrass to chamber 
to comedy, etc.” 
“Wonderful venue. Good acoustics, intimate stage / audience relationship.” 
“It was a great show. I would like to see more!” 

 

4.4 Developing the classical music audience   
The marketing of live music is, according to Reilly and Kerrigan (2010), an intense exercise for the 

promoter. It occurs in so many different contexts, on so many different scales and occasions that it 

would be unwise to impose a universal law-like view on the understanding of the term. To retain 

audiences, promoters must have a strong competence in sustaining relationships beyond a single 

transaction and developing a connection with audience (ibid, p. 8). “The choice of most suitable 

communication tools and channels depends on the music genre, musician’s personalities, venue and 

audience preferences” (ibid, p. 18). However, the most commonly used marketing tools to promote 

live music include direct marketing and public relations.  

Since National Sawdust started its first season without an audience base, it was difficult to 

say “we will market this to our own audience, that is like non-existing,” Custer explains. Let alone 

advertising individual shows with no starting point, establishing an audience base is expensive. 

Because of that, the marketing team at National Sawdust usually starts with approaching the artists 

and their communication channels when promoting a concert. Custer describes that they often pay 

the artists to purchase social media advertisements and email blasts. Even though they have had 

some success with this approach, Custer does not know how long it will continue as it results in 

audiences being specific to each artist, instead of being loyal to the venue. Since the number of 
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returning audience members at the venue is increasing, the marketing team has moved away from 

attracting people to single concerts, to improving their relationship to its already existing audience. 

As explained by Custer, the venue’s database contains information about concerts previously 

attended by an individual, making it possible for them to send emails about upcoming concerts 

similar to those already attended. With this approach, they are trying to build the audience’s trust in 

the programming at the venue, which is considered an important aspect of having an audience 

explore unknown music at the venue. However, notwithstanding the complexity of the 

programming model, it is challenging to message the objectives of National Sawdust, which Custer 

believes is experienced as “a little bit diluted.”  

 
Custer: Something is happening every night which is…different for being like a landmark space for jazz, or a 
cultural institution for New Music, I think those are…it means a lot of different things in people’s heads 
depending on what you've seen. 
Sigrid: What do you think are the results of that?  
Custer: I think that that's confusing…somebody who came in to see a jazz performance, maybe that's the only 
thing they've seen, in their minds it’s a new jazz venue [...] so I think it's very difficult for people right now to 
understand the scope of what it is…sometimes because it is not communicated clearly, but also because, 
programmatically it's diverse and hard for us to kind of focus that down. 

 

Custer argues that they have to improve the way National Sawdust is communicated to its audience. 

However, he also explains that it would not have been sustainable to focus on promoting the aim of 

the organization before having enough people buying tickets to the concerts: “If no one is coming to 

the concerts, it doesn't really matter what our overall goal is.” Prestini adds that the venue’s biggest 

challenge is expanding their audience. She claims that the venue’s selling point is the diversity and 

quality of their concerts and that messaging this in a good way requires more staff.  

Since a majority of the audience at National Sawdust is new to the venue, Custer claims that 

they are in a different situation than most classical music organizations struggling with declining 

audiences. “Regardless of your age we will be interested in you coming for your first time,” Custer 

explains. Almost every time a new artist performs at the venue, a new audience is introduced to the 

venue. “That’s a good start for us,” Caleb says, but the audience base of ‘loyal followers’ must 

grow in order to fulfill the venue’s mission of supporting emerging artists and attracting a new 

audience to classical music concerts. As previously explained, National Sawdust is attracting some 

new audiences to the venue through the partnerships that give them access to an audience base of 

people that might be interested in the music being presented at the venue. Custer explains that even 

though the effects are not known, they have seen some returning audience, especially those who are 

interested in more experimental programming than the repertoire being performed in concert halls.  
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Compared to other music events at National Sawdust, the classical concerts tend to be 

messaged differently because of the staff’s preconceptions of why someone might be interested in 

these concerts. “Regardless of who the artist is or what’s on that program, I think that at least at this 

stage, people are going to be more interested in Carnegie Hall presenting it than that Shostakovich 

is on the bill,” Custer explains. The concerts presented by a partner organization are therefore 

promoted with the name of the presenter (e.g. ‘Carnegie Hall Presents’), followed by the artist or 

the ensemble. When promoting other musical genres, it tends to be the other way around, focusing 

on the artists or the name of the band. “Like highlighting more of the performers or anything, we 

haven’t done anything with that; it’s a good question, like if we knew more about what the classical 

audience is interested in finding out about before going to it,” Custer says.  

The classical concerts tend to be marketed the same places as other concerts at the venue: 

“Most of the classical music we present, I think at least, has enough crossover to popular culture, to 

be able to advertise in a popular culture place,” Custer explains. The concerts are not “so classical,” 

and National Sawdust is not “such a classical venue,” that it makes sense promote them in 

publications like the Wall Street Journal and The Financial Times (Interview with Custer). He 

furthermore explains that these publications tend to attract an older, more conservative readership 

that enjoys classical concerts for other reasons than artistic exploration. These types of concertgoers 

are used to “belonging to an organization that’s prestigious,” making it hard for National Sawdust to 

appeal to them. Central to these people, according Custer, is the idea of “participating in a cultural 

activity in a very structural way,” through subscribing to an orchestra a year in advance, rather than 

choosing single concerts based on specific programming. The types of classical concerts presented 

at National Sawdust, according Custer, are “less a part of the paradigm of going to see classical 

music.” One of the reasons for this is that the concerts are not released far enough in advance for 

people to be able to plan their attendance in the same way. Furthermore, the programming model is 

different, with most of the concerts at National Sawdust being presented only once. Rather than 

trying to fit the organization into this paradigm, Custer explains that they want to attract other 

audience groups. Since most of the classical concerts at National Sawdust stand or fall on their own 

merits, he thinks they need to focus on attracting audiences that are interested in seeing specific 

artist or programs, rather than wanting “to belong to the classical series [at National Sawdust].”  

 Paola Prestini believes that the proximity of the performances space, enabling closeness to 

the performers, is experienced by the audience as making classical music concerts at the venue 

different from concert halls. “In the front row, you’re probably five feet from the artist,” Prestini 

explains. “It probably does make people feel more engaged in the performance,” Custer explains, 

“like looking out of the balcony, you’re very much in the same physical space as the performer.” 
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Prestini hopes that audiences experience the classical music concerts as interesting, fun and 

laidback experiences where they can have a drink if that is appropriate for the concert. “One of the 

great trends right now,” Prestini says, “is that classical music is being done in bars, in clubs you 

know it's much more open to getting their music done anywhere.” National Sawdust offers, 

according to Prestini, something similar as these venues, however, the sonic environment is 

different. “Also just the presentation of it, being programmed next to an indie act, or programmed 

next to a jazz act and that diversity in programming, sometimes you combine audiences,” Prestini 

explains. Nonetheless, she is not sure if the venue helps new people become interested in classical 

music:    
 
I think we're too young to know what kind of impact we have, but my hopes are that it will bring a new 
audience to classical music, absolutely… If we program it well, I think [the] audience is left to listen to good 
stuff, and access, good programming, good curating and marketing… Typically classical music doesn't have all 
those things unless you're the New York Phil or Carnegie…for younger artists, and younger musicians, they 
don't have that kind of infrastructure to provide them with that support. (Prestini) 

 

Through shifting the power from arts administrators to the artists, Prestini hopes that “great art will 

be considered great art,” and that audiences will develop because of that. “When the conversation 

changes, everything changes,” she explains. “If the conversation is held by one person, then nothing 

can change, and by democratizing the process everything changes.” Custer is more certain when 

talking about whether the venue is helping people become interested in classical music. However, it 

is not yet quite on the scale that they want it to be. “What we would love to do is to bring people in 

because of an artist that they are interested in, and then once they are here, be a place where they 

can discover new stuff,” he describes. Since the programming model is making musicians 

collaborate across musical genres, Custer hopes that people will “come in for a jazz concert, and 

then they find out that this artist is collaborating with a classical musician.” However, since the 

programming model is kind of an unusual concept, Custer thinks it will take some time before 

people get used to it. They have started to see some results of this already. In the future, Custer 

hopes that National Sawdust “will be a space where influences are mixing…it will happen to non-

classical artists as well, but I think it will be most pronounced for the classical artist” (Interview 

with Custer).   

 

Closing summary of chapter four  

This chapter has explored National Sawdust’s programming model, the communication and 

marketing strategies through the descriptions of Paola Prestini and Caleb Custer. The background 

questionnaire was used to discuss their descriptions of the classical music audience at National 
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Sawdust. This data suggests that a majority of the audience is surrounded by classical music in their 

daily lives, through their indicated concert attendance and listening habits. Prestini and Custer 

describe the classical concerts at National Sawdust as different in the ways the musicians and 

composers program their music, as well as how the behave on stage. They furthermore believe that 

these audiences are drawn to the concerts because they are interested in experimental programming 

rather than ‘belonging to’ the classical music series at National Sawdust.   

 Although programming classical music does not make sense financially in terms of ticket 

sales, it may result in media coverage and branding opportunities, which in turn attracts the 

attention of funders. Presenting classical music is also one of the main purposes of the organization. 

The programming model of curators and residencies is supposed to shift the power from arts 

administrators to the artists, as well as supporting emerging musicians and composers. Furthermore, 

the aim of this model is to introduce the audience to unknown music and performers. As shown in 

this chapter, the programming model results in challenges to developing National Sawdust’s 

audience base which relate to the number of shows presented at the venue, the diverse 

programming, as well as the knowledge of the musicians they present, as many of them are 

emerging artists. Furthermore, the marketing strategies at the venue have resulted in people being 

drawn to the venue because of certain performers, rather than loyalty to the venue. The forthcoming 

chapter of this thesis will explore these aspects through the experiences of the audience interviewed 

for this study. These findings will then be discussed in chapter 6 of this thesis. 
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5 The audience’s experiences of classical music 
concerts at National Sawdust  

 
This chapter presents the audience’s experiences of attending classical music concerts at National 

Sawdust based on the analysis of the qualitative interviews with the nine respondents. While the 

following sections will put forward some indications of the prevalence of the themes in the data set, 

the primary purpose is to present the respondents’ qualitative descriptions of the discussed 

phenomena. The chapter is divided into three sections in accordance with the research question of 

this thesis. This will highlight how actions taken before entering National Sawdust affect the 

experiences while there, which in turn informs how the concert feels afterwards (Kjus and 

Danielsen, 2014). The first part of this chapter focuses on the respondents’ relationships to classical 

music in general, including experiences of attending venues for live classical music. Their 

expectations and motivations for attending National Sawdust will also be explored. Next, this 

chapter will introduce the audience’s experiences of attending classical music concerts at National 

Sawdust, focusing on the ways they were influenced by other audience members and the music 

venue. The last section of this chapter will describe the respondents’ motivations for future 

attendance at National Sawdust, and in what ways they consider the role of National Sawdust as an 

alternative venue presenting classical music.  

 

5.1 Going to concerts: Pre-event practices 
5.1.1 The respondent’s relationship to classical music  

John lives in Brooklyn and works as a project manager. He studied music in college, and previously 

worked as a teacher in music technology. John did not listen to classical music while growing up, 

but was introduced to it by his trumpet teacher in college. In recent years, his listening habits have 

declined, and he is the least frequent concertgoer of the respondents, attending concerts once or 

twice a month, and classical concerts approximately once every six months. However, he describes 

having a close relationship to classical music, experiencing strong emotional responses when 

listening to it. 

Robert moved to the United States as a teenager with his family, and today he lives in 

Williamsburg. He studied music in college, but later got into the advertising business. Robert has a 

close relationship to a range of musical styles, and enjoys listening to classical music several days a 

week. He did not actively listen to classical much when growing up, but was surrounded by it since 
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his father was a classical pianist. Robert is a frequent concertgoer, attending a concert 

approximately once every two weeks, and classical concerts monthly. 

Mark moved to New York from Europe after graduating from university. He currently lives 

in Williamsburg. Mark studied physics, but later got into the advertisement business like Robert. 

He describes himself as a music fan, especially classical music and opera, and listens to classical 

music several days a week. He frequently attends concerts once every two weeks, and classical 

music concerts monthly. Similar to other respondents, Mark was not exposed to classical music 

when growing up, but was later introduced to it through friends that he met at university.   

Frank lives in Brooklyn and holds a position as a director of a design college in Manhattan. 

Frank listened to different kinds of music when growing up, mostly pop and rock music, and later 

more experimental styles of music. Through this he was introduced to contemporary and classical 

music. Similar to Mark, Frank speaks of himself as a classical music fan, and attends classical 

music concerts approximately once a week. He also frequently listens to music. 

Lissie’s interest in music is grounded in her classical training, but she also listens and goes 

to concerts with other musical styles. Classical music was something she learned when growing up 

trough self-discovery as a twelve-year old. As a child, this musical style was her personal interest, 

but later her network has grown out of that. Lissie is a frequent concertgoer, and attends a concert 

approximately once every week, and live classical concerts once every two weeks.  

Martin has recently been slowing down, getting ready for retirement. He grew up outside 

New York City, but currently lives in Manhattan. He is a frequent concertgoer, and attends a 

concert about once a week, and a majority of these are classical music concerts. He also listens to 

classical music several days a week. He explains being introduced to classical music in high school.  

Margaret lives in Manhattan, and has been working as a freelance editor of non-fiction 

books for thirty years. She grew up listening to classical music on the radio and today she has 

several friends that are interested in classical music. Margaret usually listens to classical music 

several days a week, and attends classical music concerts once every week. Most of the concerts 

that Margaret attends are classical music concerts.   

Anna grew up in Australia, but currently lives in the Upper West Side in Manhattan. She 

used to work as an economist for twenty years, but later went back to school to study documentary 

filmmaking. Anna got interested in classical music through her job as a filmmaker, and in recent 

years she has been studying music theory. In addition to classical music, she enjoys listening to a 

range of musical genres. She attends classical music concerts approximately once a week.  

Andrew is a composer currently living in Europe, who visited New York for three months 

while working on a commission. He developed a close relationship to classical music that emerged 
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in his childhood through his family listening to different styles of music. Most concerts that Andrew 

goes to feature classical music, and he usually attends concerts once every two weeks.  

Five of the respondents were not introduced to classical music until later in their lives, 

through friends that they met while studying. The remaining four respondents remember being 

exposed to classical music in their childhood, either by self-discovery, through radio and television, 

or family members. Even though the categories provided by Kolb (2001) should not be considered 

as fixed, a majority of the respondents, like Robert, Frank, Martin, Margaret and Anna, would be 

understood as classical music fans. Several of them frequently attend classical music concerts, and 

mention favorite composers, performers and ensembles when talking about their relationship to 

classical music. However, and distinct from the cultists, they have a wide-ranging taste in classical 

music. They explain reading program notes at concerts, articles of interest, and purchasing CD’s 

that they listen to at home. Even though John attends classical concerts less frequently than the 

others, his knowledge and involvement in the music suggest that he would be considered a classical 

music fan. Other respondents, like Lissie, would be understood as an enthusiast because she is a 

member of Carnegie Hall. However, she is also a trained classical musician, making her a pretty 

producer like Andrew. Like the fans, Lissie express a wide-ranging interest in classical music styles 

and favorite performers and ensembles. Mark would similarly be described as an enthusiast because 

of his relationship to certain music venues which he supports financially, and the fact that he plans 

social events around concerts. Even though the respondents consume a lot of classical music, a 

majority is interested in attending concerts and listens to other styles of music.  
 

5.1.2 Motivations to attend classical concerts at National Sawdust  

Although a variety of aspects influenced the respondents’ motivations to attend National Sawdust, 

some prevalence was found in their descriptions. A majority explained the programming of the 

concert as important when deciding what classical music concerts to attend. Frank and Martin both 

mention that they are more interested in certain composers than the musician(s) performing. Martin, 

Margaret and Frank all read about the concert at National Sawdust in the New York Philharmonic’s 

newsletter. “The programming was interesting, I had heard of the group, but I hadn’t heard them,” 

Margaret explains.  

For other respondents, the composer of the music seems to be less significant when deciding 

what classical concerts to attend. John specifically mentions the musicians as the prominent reason 

for why he attends certain classical concerts. “The group playing, that’s maybe the most important 

thing” (John). Lissie describes that the performer is important, and that the program should be 

interesting: “Have I already heard this, is this very traditional, or is there something a little bit 
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different and unique that makes me want to pay for this concert?” Whether she will get anything 

‘extra’ out of seeing the music performed live as opposed to listening to the music at home 

influences Lissie’s motivations to attend classical concerts.  

 
The people that I go see, it’s almost they don’t play the same way that they do in recordings…and I think that 
that’s something that the classical world hasn’t figured out yet…but Brooklyn Rider is a great example…for a 
string quartet, they have recorded quite a bit of music…but, when I see them live, it’s a total different 
experience…they might be playing some of the pieces that they have recorded on album or release recently, 
but it seems like every concert is a totally curated and unique. (Lissie) 

 

Unexpected programming, including performance of new music, may result in the live music 

experience being different from listening to a recording of the music. John describes the ‘fear of the 

musicians messing up’ as possibly adding something to the live music experience.  
 
I want to say there is something unique to seeing it live…when you feel that they are playing right there, I 
haven’t dissected and figured out what is…it’s a little bit the fear of them messing up, because they’re playing 
ridiculously difficult music, and on a recording, you just don’t worry about that. (John) 

 

The opportunity of seeing something ‘unique’ was considered to influence the respondents’ 

decisions of what classical concerts to attend:  
 
I can see the New York Philharmonic every week…I want to see something that I don’t expect, that I cannot 
see all the time…either something in the programming that is not played often…which is somewhat hard to 
find these days, almost everything is being played all the time...or the performers who are actually playing, 
that’s not something that you can easily see all the time…I want to see something unique. (John) 

 

Furthermore, John explains that the ‘unique’ might relate to the ways the organizers or the curators 

are presenting the concert in unconventional ways: 

 
John: the most fun I’ve ever had at a classical concert was in Santa Barbara…there were five different 
ensembles spread out in different parts of the museum, and you would always have three of them play at the 
same time…you had three hours of music, but two hours to roam around the museum to see it 
Sigrid: what did you experience as unique about that?  
John: First, it is very unconventional, we could hear the works…when you were listening to the violin player, 
you could hear the quartet, and that’s normally something that classical music never does, but it was, I would 
compare it to a modern day music festival, it was like Coachella, but for classical music. 

 

Anna is the only one of the respondents who mentions organizers and curators as a source of 

influence when deciding what classical concerts to attend:  

 
It may be who’s involved in organizing it, who’s curating it…the performers, what the music is…usually 
something that’s a little bit familiar, but something that is…a little bit…feels a little bit adventurous, I like to 
experiment and to, take myself a little bit out of my own comfort zone. (Anna) 
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Even though the respondents’ motivations to attend certain classical music concerts are diverse, 

they all seem to be interested in attending concerts with some music that they recognize, as well as 

the opportunity of exploring something new. “If there’s at least one or two in the program that I’ve 

heard before, ‘let’s go!’ because I know we’re gonna like this one, but we’ll also hear other 

composers that we’ve never heard,” Martin explains.  

The respondents mention the acoustics of the venue less frequently as a reason to attend 

certain concerts. Nevertheless, providing good acoustics was considered as being crucial for an 

enjoyable classical music concert. John explains that the music venue can sometimes ‘tip the scale’ 

when deciding what classical concerts to attend. Similar to this, Andrew describes that he may 

consider the program at certain music venues as more interesting because previous attendance has 

resulted in a relationship where he trusts the venue: “When you live somewhere for a while you 

know which venue that has a high quality, so the venue also play a role in that.” Related to the 

influence of the venue was the size and if it enables the opportunity of seeing the artist: 

 
[...] where you feel close, or the right distance from the performers, you don’t want to be too close, and then it 
has some kind of live aspect to it where you get something extra out of being there…I mean I saw some 
pictures of a friend of mine who was at Beyoncé the other night, and you can’t see anything…I can’t see the 
point of going to that concert, I really absolutely cannot. (John) 
 

As previously explained in this chapter, several of the respondents live in Williamsburg, close to 

National Sawdust. Mark remembers being excited about the opening of the venue: “Well, the 

National Sawdust people had me completely scrambled, I don’t know how they do it…I was so 

excited when it was coming, I thought that this was very cool, it sounded cool, it was so close” 

(Mark). Robert similarly explains passing by the venue before the opening:  

 
I like National Sawdust because I watched the place being built…nobody would tell me or let me know 
anything…it was very secret before the opening, I would stick my nose inside…I thought, it’s pretty funky 
architecture…I had no idea…someone said it was going to be a restaurant and a stage, but it didn’t look like 
Carnegie Hall, then I saw the program and I was really…surprised and glad to see...so varied. (Robert) 

 

Robert explains passing by the venue before the venue, wondering what it would turn out to be, and 

what kind of music they would present. Anna, who does not live close to the venue, also became 

interested in attending National Sawdust by looking at pictures of the venue. “I saw a photo of it, 

which was really what started me… I thought that I had to go look at this, because it looked 

amazing” (Anna). Certain respondents’ motivations to attend the venue seem to be related to the 

architecture of the space, which was described as ‘cool,’ and an unusual environment for classical 

concerts. The respondents’ motivations to attend National Sawdust were therefore influenced by a 
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range of factors from the interest of seeing the venue, the programming, or a specific interest in a 

composer. The respondents were generally interested in classical concerts introducing them to 

something new, as well as something unique. Before attending, some respondents heard about the 

venue through partner organizations, others by passing by or looking at pictures of the venue.  
 

5.1.3 Alternative versus traditional venues for classical music  

A majority of the respondents had attended classical concerts in alternative venues before going to 

National Sawdust. Four out them mentioned that they would rather go to classical concerts outside 

of traditional concert halls because of the social conventions associated with these venues, the 

programming practices of presenting well-known music, as well as the characteristics of the 

buildings where these concerts are presented.  

 
I don’t really bother to go to the New York Phil unless there’s an exceptional piece of work…I’ll rather put the 
record on…when I came here [New York], I hated the Met, it made me angry…it’s stiff and wooden and 
boring to tears…and I kind of fell out of it for a long while. (Mark)  

 

Mark’s low motivation of attending concerts with the New York Philharmonic is related to the 

feeling of not getting any ‘extra’ out if being at the concert, making it indifferent whether he attends 

or to listens to a recording at home. Before moving to New York, Mark was a frequent attender at 

the national opera in his home country. However, his interests in attending classical concerts 

decreased after visiting the Metropolitan Opera in New York. He has increasing been attending 

classical concerts after visiting concerts with smaller production companies performing in 

alternative music venues, with more enthusiastic audiences compared to the Metropolitan Opera. 

Lissie describes how she does not like the Lincoln Center because the performances feel heartless 

with musicians putting on a standardized show. These descriptions seem at odds with what she 

values about live classical concerts as explained above. Anna similarly explains her relationship to 

the Lincoln Center:  

 
I don’t for example go that much at the Lincoln Center…I just find it so conservative…and it’s just not 
adventurous at all… It seems like, not always, but they play the same old stuff, and the same way of doing it… 
They are trying to experiment, but not in a way that appeals to me…it’s a gigantic concert hall with no 
character, and they do nothing, either with the seating or…or nothing particularly interesting with the 
performance… It just feels like a dodgy place to be, they do absolutely nothing to make it interesting for 
people to be there. (Anna) 

 

Anna acknowledges that the Lincoln Center is trying to change the ways their concerts are being 

presented, but she does not think that the effort is adventurous enough for her to appreciate it. 

Furthermore, she explains that to her, live classical music is a ‘total experience’: 



   
 

61 
 

To go out and listen to classical music, it’s a kind of a total experience; it’s about seeing or listening to 
something, it’s about being in a place that enables you to think about it in a nice way…you overhear 
conversations…I just don’t see it as an experience where you go somewhere, sit down and go out…it’s a 
bigger experience than that…so I like a place that subscribes to that kind of theory of what a creative 
experience is all about. (Anna) 

 

To Anna, the traditional concert halls are not successful in creating the non-musical parts of the 

experience interesting: “They could make parts of if feel a little hip so that younger people would 

feel like they wanted to go,” she explains. As an example, Anna mentions improving the public 

areas within the space to facilitate the social aspects of the experience:  

 
You create some atmosphere…you have lighting, furniture, food…you create an atmosphere with all those 
things to make it an interesting place to be…and none of those places do anything different…I find that NS 
and the Park Avenue Armory does…they have thought about making it a nice place to be. (Anna)  

 

Frank goes to concerts in both traditional concert halls and alternative venues, but prefers the latter 

because of the intimacy that these spaces offer, as well as more interesting programming. However, 

he explains not being ‘put off’ by the ‘stuffiness’ of the traditional venues:  

 
I go to Carnegie Hall…I’ll go to Chamber Music Society a lot, I’ll see the New York Philharmonic probably 
less, I just haven’t been for whatever reason I’ve found that my interest has been more sort of smaller scale, 
and I just haven’t been going to see sort of larger symphonic concerts the last couple of years. (Frank)  

 

Although Frank has been a frequent attender at classical concerts in traditional concert venues, his 

attendance has declined in recent years because of growing interest in seeing small scale 

performances that are situated in alternative spaces in less formal settings. “I like Le Poisson Rouge 

a lot… I like the programming, I like a little bit more of that sort of informal setting, although I’m 

not somebody who’s terribly put off by the stuffiness of classical music” (Frank). Martin, Margaret 

and Andrew are the respondents that express the most interest in going to more traditional music 

venues. Margaret explains that she feels comfortable any place there is good music, and that she 

wishes that other people would feel the same. Andrew is the respondent that has the least 

experience of attending alternative spaces for classical concerts. This may relate to the availability 

of music venues in his hometown that does not have the same variety as New York. Andrew 

describes the negative influence that certain audiences in these venues have on his concert 

experience.  

 
People use it more as a, to show their faces there, because it just belongs to their kind of circle they’re from 
and they are not actually interested in what they see, but still are very opinionated about it, just kind of a…I 
remember from when I was younger I thought they were thinking, ‘what are you doing here?’ (Andrew)  

 



   
 

62 
 

Andrew experiences the audience at the traditional music venues as not being there for the concert, 

but because they “belong to the circle,” and he remembers feeling uncomfortable among these 

audience members as a young boy.  

Several of the interview respondents are experienced concertgoers in both traditional and 

alternative music venues. However, certain respondents respond that they have increasingly been 

going to alternative venues because of the intimate and less formal environment in these spaces. 

These perspectives are important to consider as the next chapter will explain the respondents’ 

experiences of the classical music concerts at National Sawdust. Even though a majority seemed to 

appreciate being at the venue, a variety of factors influenced their experiences in negative ways.  

 

5.2 Being at classical music concerts at National Sawdust 
5.2.1 The influence of the performance space  

National Sawdust was by certain respondents described as a space where one would not expect 

classical concerts. “It’s a very kind of cool and stylish venue... It has this very different approach… 

it’s kind of a place where you expect a jazz concert or something and not a classical concert,” 

Andrew explains. Already when entering the venue, Andrew describes getting an impression of the 

venue as not being a traditional venue to experience classical concerts. “I mean, it’s already like the 

fact that you can buy a drink at the bar and take it into the concert is highly unusual for a classical 

venue” (Andrew). The opportunity to bring drinks inside the performance space is not something 

that Andrew associates with attending classical concerts. This may relate to his limited experience 

of attending alternative venues, and other respondents did not consider it a characteristic of National 

Sawdust in the same way. Margaret describes that she was encouraged by the flexibility of the 

space, enabling adjusting the stages for different ensembles as well as presenting concerts with 

amplified instruments:  

 
Margaret: It looks like a flexible space…which is encouraging.  
Sigrid: Why is that encouraging? 
Margaret: Because if means that there can be all kinds of performances there, all kinds of music…I mean, it 
looked like where they had the stage, I don’t know if it’s true, but it looked like you could raise them up 
somewhere else…and then you can have them sitting around the audience…I saw the plugs in the wall and I 
thought, oh, they can do all kinds of stuff in here. 

 

John relates that the absence of signs telling you were to sit makes the experience different from 

other classical concerts. “There was more casual then I expected, which I appreciated, I didn’t 

realize that it was general admission, there is no sign of seating, it’s the first serious classical music 

concert I have been to like that” (John).  
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The respondents’ experiences of the space were intertwined in their descriptions of feeling 

comfortable at the concerts, and led to frequent mention of the ‘casual’ and ‘informal’ environment. 

Margaret describes the informality of the space as being related to its flexibility, and the ways the 

performers were dressed. Furthermore, the black and white panels in the performance space 

contributed in making it less formal: “it’s not…fancy wood paneling, that it was, the neat cut 

out…metal wall, that it just looks, it looks like fun” (Margaret). While admitting that the panels 

were a disturbing element of the experience, Margaret considered it an opportunity of being 

entertained as her interest in the music flagged during the performance. “I kind of felt like, if my 

interest in the music flagged, which happened once or twice, I could look around at how the pattern 

changes so I wouldn’t be bored even if I wasn’t listening that closely to the music” (Margaret). The 

panels were also considered a disturbing element of the experience: “I personally don’t find the 

white bars attractive, it’s not my taste, it’s a bit distracting actually…it draws the eye…and there’s 

nothing you can do about it” (Mark). Robert describes being surprised by the design of the 

performance space.  

 
I was shocked by the stage…the physical appearance…I’ve been studying stage design, and you learn what 
you shouldn’t do …it was everything you shouldn’t do…I’m mean the black panels, they look like black tape 
first…even my daughter said the same: ‘It’s really…bothering me.’ (Robert)  

 

Other respondents explain that the panels contributed in making the space look less pretentious: 

“The white boards on the back it gives both, it looks like they are there for sonic reasons, but…it’s 

also just kind of like, makes it feel unpretentious” (John). John was not disturbed by the panels, and 

liked the design of the performances space, which he described as ‘cool.’ Lissie also mentioned the 

panels contributing to the general atmosphere of the space, but unlike John, she thinks that they 

make the place look less warm and inviting. “There is a bleakness to the black and white which also 

adds to it coolness, but that also makes it looks less warm I think, and less inviting” (Lissie).  

The physical and psychological closeness to the performers and to other audience members 

were intertwined in the respondent’s descriptions, and led to frequent mention of the ‘immediacy,’ 

‘intimacy’ and ‘proximity’ of the performance space:  

 
[...] it’s almost like you’re walking on stage…I don’t feel as separate from the musicians as I may feel in other 
spaces... Even when you’re in the balcony, you are right there with the musicians; the separation is not very 
clear between them, you and other audience members. (Lissie)  

 
I think it’s the venue that in some way makes it special because it’s so intimate…it’s a small space so you get a 
relatively small audience… You’re close to the artist…you see much more of them than you normally see… I 
enjoyed that…it’s also stunning to see the world’s best on a big stage, but this can be just as lovely in a 
different way… It’s just nice to have that up closeness to an artist. (Anna)  
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[...] there’s not much of a barrier between the musicians and the audiences…everybody is sort of 
acknowledging that this is not the normal environment in which to see classical music…it allows a little bit 
more of spontaneity, more flexibility in terms of how pieces are introduced [...] one of the conventions in 
classical music is that the people on stage don’t really talk to the audience…I always think it’s great when 
people talk to the audience to prepare people and explain a little bit about the context. (Frank)  
 

In the concert with Brooklyn Rider, one of the performers broke a string on his cello. As the 

situation occurred, the performers stopped playing and started joking about what had happened, 

instead of trying to cover for the incident. After a short break, the musicians were ready to start 

playing, and as John Zorn, the composer of the piece was sitting on the balcony, the musicians 

directly asked for his opinion about where to start playing. In the interviews with the respondents 

that were present at this concert, they all started talking about this specific situation when being 

asked to describe the concert.  

 
When the cellist broke his string…that was so funny…I’ve been to other concerts where that has 
happened…but it was like, ‘oh you composer, what do you want us to do’, and that was…it made it more of a 
personal experience for me, it was like, ‘oh were you at that concert where someone broke [their string]?’… 
Everybody was cool about it…it could happen in a concert hall…but there would be more distance between 
the performers and the composer and the audience, it will be more like ‘we’re going to sit here and be quiet 
until he comes back.’ (Margaret) 

 

Martin similarly described the situation:  
 

That was so funny…they were thinking, what should we do, and they were like, let’s ask the composer, is John 
Zorn here, and then someone said, yes he is, it was so funny how they did that… There are actually not many 
places you can do that, ask the composer what he wants… That actually made the concert memorable, that’s 
probably what I will remember about that concert, when things like that happen. (Martin) 

 

Among certain respondents, the composer John Zorn was an important motivation to attend the 

concerts at National Sawdust. Their appreciation of this specific situation may therefore be related 

to the opportunity of seeing, as well as hearing, the composer talk with the performers.  

 
It was one of the best moments, which also has to do with the venue, when John Zorn, the composer, they 
started talking to him, and they filled the time by doing that…and they talked openly about how they were 
going to proceed with the concert… That will happen with a small group at a smaller venue; that’s not gonna 
happen from the New York Philharmonic…that would be very cute though. (John)  

 

Lissie thinks that such situations are possible in environments where there is a common interest 

shared among other audience members, as well as in the mindset of the involved musicians and 

composer.  
 
[...] when Michael’s sting popped, and John is right there, it’s like…that was kind of an amazing moment, 
that’s the sort of thing that makes me love a space like National Sawdust…well, it could happen at the Stone, I 
don’t see that happening at LPR, I think that that’s specific to a place where everyone respects the music so 
much, and you have someone like John…yeah, I think that that was special to that experience. (Lissie) 
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The intimacy and the acoustical design of the performance space were generally considered as 

creating a comfortable listening environment that resulted in frequent mentions of the acoustics 

being ‘stunning’ and ‘perfect for classical music’ (Lissie). Others did not remember anything 

special about the acoustics of the venue. The respondents attributed much of the informality of the 

event to the fact that the performers and audience were less delineated than in traditional concert 

halls. Robert described how the intimacy enables being closer to the musicians:  

 
It’s more intimate…you see and you hear better, and you see the make of the instrument which is really 
great… In Carnegie Hall, it’s like a soccer game, sitting in the back…you’re better off watching the big 
screen… It brings you closer to the creation, that’s what I was trying to say. (Robert) 

 

The foregoing descriptions of National Sawdust are closely related to the level of comfort that the 

respondents experienced at the venue. Compared to larger concert halls, the intimacy of the 

performance space was seen by Margaret as contributing to creating an environment that she thinks 

first-time attenders at classical concerts will experience as less frightening. “You know, it’s less 

frightening, because it’s a very intimate space,” she explains. However, it was not only considered 

as being an advantage when attracting first-time attenders to classical concerts. Lissie explains that 

the lack of signs telling you where to go might feel intimidating when entering the space. She 

describes that the lack of rituals at National Sawdust contributes something unique to the classical 

music scene in New York. However, Lissie believes that certain audience groups may experience 

the space as intimidating.  

 
It’s very quiet, you can hear a pin drop because the acoustics are good, but this is also intimidating for people 
who might not feel like, who might not be comfortable at…art events…like people who might feel the most 
comfortable there are those who are members of places like New Museum and are comfortable going to parties 
in spaces like that, but maybe not those, to whom that would not appeal. (Lissie)  

 

National Sawdust was by certain respondents considered to be a space where one would not expect 

to see classical music concerts. A majority of the respondents describe feeling comfortable within 

the space, which refers to its intimacy and less formal environment that facilitated increased 

connections between the audience and the performers. However, certain respondents did also 

suggest that the performance space might feel intimidating among less frequent attenders at 

classical music concerts.  
 

5.2.2 The influence of other audience members  

As proposed in the previous section, a sense of feeling part of the venue with other audience 

members and the performers was an essential aspect of certain respondents’ experiences at National 
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Sawdust. “It feels like there‘s a good audience there,” Anna explains, acknowledging that this 

contributed to making the concert an enjoyable experience. Other audience members were 

described in terms of demographics and their intentions of being at the concerts. The respondents’ 

descriptions of the other audience members’ ages were similar to the findings of the background 

questionnaire showing a modal range of the age group 25-34 (30.59% of the respondents), followed 

by the age group of 55-64, representing 16.47% of the respondents. The first audience group was 

described as consisting of young, ‘hip’ people, who regularly attend arts events, and being involved 

in the creative fields. “Younger cool artists and creative types from Brooklyn, especially north 

Brooklyn, maybe the Bushwick area”, Lissie explains. Several of the respondents compared the 

audience at National Sawdust to those in traditional venues. “They are much younger…compared to 

Carnegie Hall, Gary Geffen, Chamber Music Society… I don’t know if it’s still like that, but sort of 

the downtown music scene… I just noticed the crowd to be kind of younger…and hipper” (Frank).  

The second audience group at National Sawdust was described by certain respondents as 

consisting of older people, who, similar to the first group, feel comfortable at classical concerts in 

various venues and spaces. “There were people with gray hair like me, but there was also a lot 

young people,” Margaret says. Lissie reflected on these factors in great detail:  
 
They seem like they may be middle class, or upper middle class…and comfortable…they look like they might 
be well educated, I’ve seen them doing crossword puzzles, they are probably New York Times readers, very 
literate community…and probably frequently at other arts events. (Lissie) 

 

However, Robert described the classical music audience at National Sawdust as different from what 

he usually sees at concerts in Williamsburg:  

 
I thought: ‘where do these people come from?’ They were well dressed…not typical Williamsburg… They 
were older…or maybe it brought in a different age group because it was Vivaldi… I just got the feeling that 
the behavior was very, not Williamsburg…there were no tattoos… I mean, you can pick out Williamsburg 
from a mile…the haircuts… They were different: nobody coughed, they were silent…they didn’t clap in the 
middle of the performance like they do in Carnegie Hall…it didn’t feel like I was in Williamsburg. (Robert)  

 

Other audience members at National Sawdust had a positive influence on Robert’s concert 

experience because they behaved in a way that he appreciated. Even though he questions whether 

this is the general audience at National Sawdust, or whether the repertoire attracted older people, he 

appreciated the experience because they were different from what he usually sees at venues in 

Brooklyn. The feeling of other audiences ‘being there for the same reasons’ were variously held to 

be an advantage of the concert experience. “It was just, everybody was there for the same 

reason…we all wanted to be at this concert…it wasn’t like, oh I have to go to the Metropolitan 

every Monday to be seen, and then I will fall asleep during the music,” Martin explains. Lissie 
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similarly described the mutual appreciation of the music: “It’s something that’s already 

there…which is mutual love and respect for this art form, and this art form is just great music…to 

discover great music.” Furthermore, certain respondents considered the social aspects of the 

experience as positive. Martin described that the size and informality at the venue made the social 

parts of the concert easier:   
 
Martin: You know, it wasn’t…it was partly a social thing.  
Sigrid: Yeah… How was it a social thing?  
Martin: Because people knew each other…and I did also meet a friend of mine at the concert…and I think it’s 
nice, because it’s a small venue, it has a little air of informality…it makes the social part easier.  

   

Other audience members were described by certain respondents as being more casual compared to 

other classical music venues in New York. “Compared to other classical venues in New York…the 

audience was more casual… I went to a concert at the National Opera Center, it was in a very small 

room, still…most people were dressed in tie… I felt underdressed, I was in jeans” (John).  

Even though several of the respondents describe the other audience members as having a 

positive influence on their experiences, some acknowledged that all audiences might not similarly 

experience this. Lissie does not think that it is easy for everyone to ‘just walk in there,’ because it is 

for a ‘specific clientele’ that behaves and dresses in a certain way:  

 
It’s like walking into these shops, this very high end shops…it’s for a specific clientele, and if you don’t, I feel 
like, don’t look or dress a certain way, or you don’t frequently visit these kinds of places, it’s not easy to just 
walk in…I know that it is, and I know it tends to be organized for that to be the case, but I think it’s 
intimidating because it’s just so cool. (Lissie)  

 

Lissie described certain audience members at National Sawdust as not being friendly, which resulted 

in her not wanting to stay for the social event after the concert:  

 
I sat up on the balcony, and people weren’t that friendly up there, actually, I find the audience at Carnegie Hall 
maybe a little friendlier, maybe because they are a bunch of old sweet people who probably doesn’t talk to a 
lot of people…but usually I talk to people because I’m very curious about what brings people to these 
shows…and there was just like a lot of young creatives who maybe don’t do that kind of thing…but I was with 
a bunch of cool looking young people. (Lissie) 

 

Andrew found the behavior of other audience members disturbing his involvement in the concert by 

walking out in the middle of performance. He describes this type of behavior as being disrespectful 

of the musicians:  

 
Someone from the audience went out in the middle of the music and made a lot of noise…and someone came 
in late which already made noise, and the same person left in the middle…so that was a little annoying…for 
me that’s just a matter of respect for the musicians. (Andrew) 
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Andrew found that the behavior of other audience members disturbed his involvement in the 

concert by walking out in the middle of the piece, creating noise. In the concert that John went to at 

National Sawdust, one of the audience members’ bottle fell on the floor, and he maintained that 

although ‘everyone heard it,’ instead of ‘being a big deal,’ everyone kept their attention to the 

performers:  
 
Everyone heard it…but whereas in classical music concerts people talk about this, they talk about how you 
don't want to be that coughing person like, oh my god it was so embarrassing when my program fell of my 
lap… Whereas National Sawdust it's really actual, and when someone’s beer can fell and everyone heard it, it 
was kind of like…it wasn't a big thing, we know what that is, and we kept paying attention to the concert, the 
same way when the string broke, they just stopped and talked and started up again… Yeah, it is making it feel 
more fun than a normal concert hall. (John) 

 

The size of the audience also influenced the respondents’ experiences of the concerts. Lissie 

remembered being positively surprised at the concert with Brooklyn Rider because there were more 

people there than compared to other concerts at the venue. However, other respondents were 

concerned about the lack of audience at the classical music concerts at National Sawdust:  

 
Each time I’ve been, it’s a little bit…maybe there’s something about…the audience isn’t that good, they are 
not very full, they are not very engaged, and the ones that I’ve been to it kind of feels like…it certainly was 
with 1b1, there was a lot of sort of friends and family there…which is fine, but somehow…if you’ve been to 
Loft Opera…they’ve hit something…and the enthusiasm…it’s great (Mark).  

 

Mark experienced the lack of other paying audience members as influencing the experience, making 

it less enthusiastic. He furthermore expressed a concern about how to ‘fix the energy’ at National 

Sawdust:  

 
This is back to the experience and the feeling of it…I’m walking in and it’s fine, and there are some people 
standing there and they say hello, but they don’t really engage… There is somebody at the front desk who’s 
usually quite nice…there are someone standing by the chairs, but they usually keep to themselves…that’s my 
experience… It’s not…particularly welcoming…and then the 13 dollar glass of wine, and nobody’s really 
hanging out at the bar, probably because it’s expensive… It’s not a very comfortable place… the chairs are not 
that comfortable, It’s not a big deal, But it doesn’t feel warm to me, it’s not a warm environment…it’s 
disappointing, obviously I go to these funkier places, so it’s not that I’m demanding padded seats. (Mark)  

 

Mark described the space as cold and unwelcoming, and he does not think that National Sawdust is 

successful in creating a comfortable environment for its audience. Related to the overall atmosphere 

of the event are the costs of the drinks and the comfort of the seating. Furthermore, Mark explains 

experiencing a more comfortable environment in other alternative venues.  
 
There were tables and I found myself at the table with record label people [concert at National Sawdust] once 
again, it was a part of the experience, but it didn’t quite become a café environment to me because nobody was 
consuming anything, and they could have been… I mean, at Loft Opera, they are all drinking a beer, and I 
know it’s bullshit, but it’s not; it attracts people, it’s comfortable. (Mark)  
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Related to the respondents’ experiences of the atmosphere at National Sawdust was the influence of 

other audience members, which furthermore may be affected by a range of factors, from the type of 

concert they attended, as well as whether they interacted with others before, during and after the 

concert. In addition to the other audience members, the performers influenced the respondents’ 

descriptions of the social processes of the concerts experience.   
 

5.2.3 The influence of the performers  

Even though the respondents went to different classical music concerts at National Sawdust, certain 

commonalities were found in their descriptions of the concerts at the venue. As explained in the 

previous chapter of this thesis, the classical music programming at National Sawdust is not only 

influenced by the music being played. The ways the musicians consider themselves as artists also 

influences these decisions, spanning from how they program their works and how they market 

themselves and the stories they want to tell. Among the respondents, the performers at National 

Sawdust were generally described as breaking with certain conventions associated with classical 

music concerts, which will be discussed in the next chapter of this thesis.  

 The respondents variously described the interactions between the performers and the 

audience as a positive contribution to the concert experience. “The composer would grab a seat and 

come back up and talk about what about you just heard, but also what you were going to hear,” 

Frank explained. Since he experienced the music a little challenging, he liked that the curator, Esa-

Pekka Salonen, explained the context of the piece and why the audience should listen to it.  

 
I always think it’s great when people talk to the audience and introduce the music…to prepare people for what 
they were going to hear, and also explain a little bit about the context... It totally made…what was a 
challenging piece of music…he put it in this really good kind of context for why you should listen to it…it was 
kind of personally put together by Salonen, he introduced each piece with why it was important to him…That 
was great, it was an interesting way in which to kind of experience the music. (Frank) 

 

In the concert that John went to, the performers announced the second part of the program from 

stage. Even though he has seen other musicians do that, he does not see that happening with larger 

orchestras. “That will happen with a small group at a smaller venue; that’s not gonna happen from 

the New York Philharmonic,” John explains. The musicians at National Sawdust were generally 

described as being less formal and pretentious than what the respondents have experienced in many 

other classical concerts.  

 
They were not pretentious, they were wearing jeans, they played very well, but they also drink Whiskey on 
stage… That is definitely moving more towards the casual kind of rock band ethic, they talk to the audience 
sometimes…when you have a symphony orchestra it’s less common that you find that. (John)  

 



   
 

70 
 

Other respondents claimed that more formally dressed musicians would feel ‘out of context’ and 

break with the informal environment of the space: “If they would be wearing white tie, it would 

have been really weird…it’s so out of context with the space…feeling informal…some of them did 

wear jackets, but they didn’t have [a] tie” (Margaret). The less formal behavior of the performers 

was also described as being related to the ways they interrupted the audience’s applause:   

 
I love that the broke formality, they didn’t wait for all the applause and the formal pause to go into the encore, 
they just did it…I loved that…they were like, ‘We’re just gonna play’…they are like the perfect ensemble for 
National Sawdust…I’m not interested in seeing them at the Lincoln Center. (Lissie)  

 

The respondents generally liked the way the music was performed, which frequently was described 

according to its high quality and the professionalism of the performers. “They definitely weren’t in 

tuxes, it was casual, the environment was casual, but the playing was very high standard, they didn’t 

treat it casually” (Frank). Margaret similarly described the performers:  

 
They performed in the same way I would expect any professional musician…they played seriously…they were 
really into this music… Sometimes you go to a big orchestra concert and there’s a piece on the program that 
they have played a zillion times…and maybe the conductor isn’t doing anything new and interesting, and 
they’re sleepwalking through it all… This was not the case there at all; they were engaged.  (Margaret) 

 

The musicians were described as being engaged in the performance, looking at each other, smiling 

and being attentive to each other. “They were incredibly active…energized, they move a lot…when 

you’re seeing someone that’s so energized and engaged, and focused…it helps you feel energized 

and focused on what they are doing,” John explains. The result of the performers interacting with 

each other was described by the respondents as increasing their engagement in the performance, and 

feeling empathy on behalf of the performers:  

 
They were very attentive to each other… It was like they played the ball to each other which was really 
nice…and it was not, sometimes you feel that someone does this as a theatrical thing, but it really felt real… I 
really felt like they were listening to each other, they have fun together… I kind of, it actually made me hear 
this piece, that I have heard many times, in a new way. (Andrew) 

 

The performers were generally described as having a positive influence on the audience’s 

experiences of the concerts at National Sawdust. Several of the respondents highlighted how the 

performers broke with formality, both in the ways they behaved and the how they were dressed. The 

performers were furthermore described in terms of their high quality playing, and as being engaged 

in their performance of the music.  
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5.3 Post-concert reflections: Making sense of National 
Sawdust 
 
5.3.1 Future motivations to attend National Sawdust 

The respondents’ experiences at National Sawdust indicate their motivations for future attendance. 

Similar to the findings of the background questionnaire, the interview respondents were interested 

in attending the venue in the future. However, a variety of aspects influenced their motivations of 

frequency of attendance.  
 
[...] I’m keen to go back…I think actually that’s a key part of going to see classical music, I like to discover 
music, discovering composers that I do not know but might [like], and I like that National Sawdust is going to 
be a place where I feel like that’s a place where I can do that. (Frank)   

 

The programming at National Sawdust, facilitating musical discoveries of unknown composers and 

musicians were considered among certain respondents as key to their motivations for future 

attendance. Trusting the programming and the curators to bring quality and stimulating music 

performances was a vital part of the respondents’ interests in future attendance at National Sawdust. 

Frank explains a feeling of trusting the venue because they seem to have ‘good taste’:  “I kind of 

feel like I trust it, think I do…I don’t particularly have reason to…but they seem to have good 

taste… and even, like, the kind of pop stuff that they have done…I really like it.” John explains 

having a similar relationship to another music venue:  
 

I will give it a chance until I see something bad… I will trust the venue and the people that do the 
programming… I had the same kind thing with the Music Academy of the West… I know the artistic guy, he’s 
good, and the groups and the performers that they got were very strong. (John) 
 

Even though Lissie is a frequent attendee at numerous music venues, she describes that she rely on 

National Sawdust to give her great programming and unique experiences.  

 
I feel like I can rely on it for great music…and I don’t feel that way about a lot venues… I feel like I can 
consistently get great programming and unique experiences… I don’t think there’s a space that has been able 
to devote itself to this kind of music making, with this kind of informality…anywhere else. (Lissie)  

 

Among the respondents who live in Williamsburg, the location of the venue was seen as an 

important aspect of becoming frequent attenders. Robert explains that he hopes National Sawdust 

will last for a long time because he is “happy to see this effort”: “I’m looking forward, I mean, I live 

three minutes from there, I’ll…be a regular, and I will bring friends and family and acquaintances” 

(Robert). However, the location of the venue was also considered by some as a disadvantage. Anna 

believes that National Sawdust could help her discover new music and musical genres. However, 
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she has not attended any concerts with unknown music. Related to this is the distance to National 

Sawdust, and she would probably rather go see something new at a venue nearby:  
 
[...] the ones that I don’t know that much about they don’t kind of, they just don’t trigger…for me, it’s a big 
trip from here [Upper West Side in Manhattan] to National Sawdust…I probably would take more risk going 
to the Miller Theater because it’s two subway stations away [...] it could, and that’s why I keep looking 
because I’m sort of hoping that there will be...more things that trigger interest. (Anna) 

 

Since Mark lives close to National Sawdust and enjoys discovering new classical music, he would 

like to return to the venue more frequently. However, he has not managed to decide whether to trust 

the programming at the venue or not.  
 
I know who’s curating it, but there’s no consistency at National Sawdust…I’m not yet confident that National 
Sawdust is going to deliver me something that… [will] make me a better person or make me any happier…and 
I think that that’s an issue, and that’s lame, because I ought to be more…I am a pretty much open person, but 
then again it’s a matter of picking, and I’ve got this complicated schedule. (Mark)   
 

The wide-ranging programming at National Sawdust was experienced by certain respondents as 

making it difficult to understand what to expect at National Sawdust. “I can’t figure it out…so I 

don’t trust it,” Mark explains. Anna similarly describes:  
 
They have so many different things, so how do you…how to you get the right words to pitch, you know, to all 
those audiences, or the…the trigger words…so it’s tricky, but…I usually just don’t have enough feel of what, 
what the event is. (Anna)  

 

The respondents’ interests in future attendance are related to the descriptions of the concerts at 

National Sawdust’s website, described by Mark as often the reason why he chooses not attend the 

venue. Related to this is a feeling of the venue as taking his knowledge about the program, the 

musicians and the curators for granted. “It makes me feel like I should know who these people 

are…it makes me feel that I’m not smart enough for this place.” Furthermore, Mark describes 

meeting a friend at National Sawdust who was enthusiastic about the space: “she rattled off all these 

names like I’m supposed to know who they are, and that makes me feel stupid...I don’t know who 

they are.” Anna believes that the ways National Sawdust markets their shows influences her 

interests in attending the venue:  

 
I haven’t been to National Sawdust as much as I could have, because…I think their marketing, or the way they 
pitch the concerts…is not as good as it could be; I often…I look at what’s on, I usually look once a week to see 
what’s on, what’s coming up, and see all this stuff, but I have no idea of what it is. (Anna) 

 

Similar to Mark, Anna explains that it seems like the concert descriptions are written by ‘insiders’ 

that fail to describe the interesting aspects of the concert to someone who is less knowledgeable 

about the music:  
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It felt like…the information was written by people who know about the artists…as if the person writing it…has 
inside information or knowledge…and assumes that everyone else does… There’s so much they’re not making 
obvious…maybe they’re just assuming that everyone who goes there is from Williamsburg or Brooklyn, and 
they’re in the music, they’re in a sort of tight music community and they’ll know of that… You know, they 
could have attracted people like me as well. (Anna)  
 

Mark likes the idea of curators deciding the programming at the venue, but when reading about it on 

the website, he has a hard time understanding the differences between the performers, the presenters 

and the curators. Similar difficulties are expressed by Anna who thinks the different series are 

presented in a confusing way: “they have different series, and…I was completely confused by what 

those series meant, and I think I still am” (Anna). Since several of the curators are unknown to 

Anna, she is not familiar with their musical preferences: “most of these artists I have never heard of, 

so you know, I didn't know whether I should trust them or not.” These aspects will furthermore be 

discussed in the next chapter of this thesis.  
 

5.3.2 The role of National Sawdust as an alternative music venue 

National Sawdust was generally considered as being part of an ongoing trend of classical music 

concerts taking place outside the traditional concert halls. “I mean, the fact that it opened…the fact 

that they are presenting contemporary classical music helps to make the case that classical music is 

still being performed and composed, and still part of…the artistic climate today” (Frank). Few of 

the respondents considered their experience at National Sawdust as defining a new way of 

presenting live classical music.  

 
I’m glad to see it, but I also don’t think…there is nothing specifically innovative about it…I’m just like, this is 
great, this is what is needed… It’s not blowing my mind; it’s not something that I have never seen before, it’s 
great to go and be able to drink a beer while listening to classical music. (John)  

 

They seem to be a part of a little bit of a trend of…that I’m grateful is there…those other venues, LPR, that to 
a certain extent reaffirms, that classical music can be a versatile tradition, and it doesn’t have to  be in the  
formal setting of the concert hall…that the structural informality…allows some sort of freedoms that seem 
very natural that in a different setting might seem a bit…out of place or something. (Frank) 

 

Similar to what Frank describes, Mark explains that he was glad to see the programming at National 

Sawdust because “we like to have places that’re sympathetic to classical music.” Many of today’s 

music venues would not, according to Mark, “be caught dead with anything called classical...it's 

encouraging...for the future.” The diverse programming was considered by certain respondents as 

reaffirming the relevance of classical music. Even though Frank is not sure whether this results in 

people attending both pop and classical music concerts, he appreciates that classical music is 

“woven into a broader programming,” being a “valuable reminder that classical music is current.”  
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 The establishment of venues presenting classical music was considered as important in 

making the music available to more people. “The more venues there are, the more people might 

hear about it, might get connected to it…the more venues the more people are physically closer” 

(Martin). John similarly explains, “I like that it is less of an investment…people can take a chance 

on a twenty five dollar ticket.” He hopes that National Sawdust will be successful because “I’m 

tired of being pretentious.” Related to making classical music available to more people was also the 

location of National Sawdust. “I was glad it’s in Williamsburg because for some reason, all the 

young people are here,” Robert explains. Margaret hopes National Sawdust and other alternative 

venues can attract the audience that is not interested in going to the concert halls. “I’m just happy 

that here are more venues where you can hear classical music that are comfortable, that are pulling 

in people that would not go to…Carnegie Hall that looks like you’re sitting inside a wedding cake.” 

Frank similarly explains:   
 
I think there is something about the slightly more informal…setting, in some of these places that might serve 
as a better introduction for people who are just beginning to go to classical concerts, or maybe actually that 
helps them, because it’s…more similar to what they are used to seeing. (Frank) 

 

As appose to classical concerts in concert halls, which Robert describes as “too serious,” the 

experience at National Sawdust was like “sitting in grandma’s lap.” He explains that younger 

audiences that might not be used to attending classical concerts feel alienated in concert halls:   

 
In Carnegie Hall, you sit for two hours in front of these painful faces… This was the opposite, so friendly, it 
was like sitting in grandma’s lap reading a story… In that sense it’s highly important…in food, the way you 
serve, the basic same plate, but in a different sound…the experience did a lot…the staging the physical, I 
mean…the setting, the environment… It’s not only the music…it’s the whole experience. (Robert)  

 

Andrew appreciated the atmosphere at National Sawdust compared to traditional concert halls, and 

describes the design of the venue as appealing to people who are less frequent attenders at classical 

concerts:  

 
[...] it doesn’t feel like a classical music venue, it’s kind of cool. I think that this is definitely a place where 
someone who wouldn’t necessarily go to a classical, or a traditional classical concert would go… I brought 
some European guys, and they don’t know classical music… They loved it, the way it was performed, the 
space, the music, the performers, everything… You are just much closer to the musicians…it’s not this kind of 
concert with the conductor in front in the musicians…the way that the musicians are dressed 
in…everything…it’s more like relaxed for young people. (Andrew)  

 

The intimacy of the venue enabling proximity among audiences and musicians, as well as the 

informal environment with performers and audience were considered as creating a more relaxed and 

comfortable environment for non-attendees at classical concerts.  
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Robert: The staging, the performers…talking about my daughter who’s twelve…she will go back again… The 
experience was a huge plus for her…she used to fall asleep at classical concerts, and there’s a reason for 
that…she didn’t fall asleep here at all.  
Sigrid: Why, do you think?   
Robert: Because, it was not just the music, it was the way he performers were dressed…very stylish…the guy 
playing the recorder was in a Hawaiian shirt or something… He looked different from all of the others on 
stage…the others had glowing, little things in their hair… Because if you went there…you thought that this is 
something different, not like Carnegie Hall where people from the upper west side are sleeping, they are 
snoring… and they can hardly wait for the intermission to drink a glass of champagne… I think if this becomes 
a norm to stage classical music performances, it will encourage the young…it will bring them closer, not 
alienate them.  

 

Even though other alternative venues have had greater influence on the how Anna considers 

classical music being performed today, she appreciates the opportunity of discovering emerging 

talents at National Sawdust: “I think the experiences that I’ve had at National Sawdust are more 

about seeing younger artists…someone who’s more at their starting out level” (Anna). When going 

to the traditional concert halls for classical concerts, the lack of younger audiences and the same 

musicians performing make Anna feel like the whole business is not healthy. She hopes that the 

alternative venues can support and develop emerging talents in another way than concert halls do.  

 
Overall it disturbs me that…that some of the big, the centers of money that support classical music are stuck in 
the past… It’s hard, I think, for someone who wants it to be different…who is getting started… There isn’t 
[any] kind of money in that area, so I like what National Sawdust is doing supporting these artists. (Anna) 

 

Related to the development of new audiences for classical music, National Sawdust and other 

alternative venues were considered having a future role as ‘entry drug’ to classical music educating 

the audiences in a less formal environment, making them understand that the same experiences are 

available to them in concert halls.  

 
I think it would be great if the small venues, like National Sawdust, like Roulette…like Le Poisson Rouge...if 
places like that could be…this is gonna sound so funny…the entry drug…if somehow there could be some way 
for people who go there to be made to understand that it’s okay to go to David Geffen Hall, to Alice Tully 
Hall... It’s wonderful hearing music in these spaces...if the people who go to these smaller spaces…it can be 
demonstrated to them that they can get the same musical experience in a bigger space. (Margaret) 

 

National Sawdust’s partnerships with other arts organizations were furthermore considered an 

example of bringing new and different people to the venue, as well as introducing new audiences to 

established organizations like the New York Philharmonic. “I think they are doing something 

unique by being a home for Manhattan-based festivals and other partnerships, giving them an 

opportunity to use the space, and be a part of that community,” Lissie explains. 
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Closing summary of chapter five 

This chapter has shown that the audience’s previous experiences of attending live classical music 

influence their motivations to attend National Sawdust, their experiences while being there as well 

as how they make sense of the venue afterwards. Through indicating their frequency of concert 

attendance, listening habits and knowledge about classical music, the respondents were categorized 

as either classical music fans, enthusiasts or pretty producers. A majority of the respondents are 

interested in going to classical music concerts that introduce them to something new, and generally 

prefer music venues facilitating musical discoveries such that they get something ‘extra’ out of 

being at the concert. These aspects influenced several of the respondents’ motivations to attend 

alternative venues, as opposed to traditional concert halls.  

As shown in this chapter, aspects of the atmosphere of an event were shown to contribute to 

a rewarding live concert, including both the repertoire being played, the influence of the other 

audience members and the performers, as well as the music venue where the concert was held. A 

majority of the respondents experienced National Sawdust’s performance space and the other 

audience members as a positive influence on their concert experience. However, it was also 

suggested that National Sawdust might be experienced as intimidating by less frequent attendees at 

classical music concerts. The respondents’ interests in future attendance at National Sawdust were 

influenced by the level of trust that they assign the venue in giving them rewarding musical 

experiences. Related to the respondents’ previous experiences of attending alternative venues, 

National Sawdust was considered as part of an ongoing trend of classical music concerts taking 

place outside traditional concert halls. The establishment of new music venues presenting classical 

music was experienced as encouraging because more people will gain access to classical music, as 

well as confirming that classical music is current. These aspects will be further discussed in the next 

chapter of this thesis.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

77 
 

6 Thematic discussions  
While numerous factors influenced the audiences’ experiences of classical music concerts at 

National Sawdust, the following discussions focus on some key findings in the interviews in 

relation to the research questions of this thesis. The first section will investigate the positive and 

negative effects of the programming model at National Sawdust. Next, the effects of the intimacy at 

the venue will be discussed, exploring the types of relationships it enables both between the 

audience and the performers, and between the audience members themselves. Finally, this chapter 

will investigate the respondents’ experience of being comfortable at National Sawdust and how this 

relates to the venue and the performers, as well as being included or excluded in the collective 

appreciation with other audience members. The last part of this chapter will discuss similarities and 

differences between National Sawdust and other alternative music venuess. 

 

6.1 The effects of National Sawdust’s programming model 
As we saw in the interviews with the staff at National Sawdust, the programming model consists of 

curators, artists and groups in residence, in-house programming, and the partner organizations. The 

next section will discuss the effects of the venue’s partnerships and how this may relate to the 

classical music audience at National Sawdust. Furthermore, the audience members’ motivations to 

attend National Sawdust will be discussed, highlighting their interests in exploring something new. 

Finally, this section will explore the relationships between the audiences’ understanding of the 

programming model, their trust in the venue, and their interest in future attendance.  

 

6.1.1 Who has got the power: Emerging artists or arts institutions? 

Eric Neher (2010) questions whether the story of classical music in the twenty-first century may 

eventually be about a gradual loss of authority by the big companies in the big halls, coupled with a 

corresponding rise of importance of other spaces where the audience that classical music 

administrators and marketers want to reach feels at home. As we saw in the interviews with the staff 

at National Sawdust, the aim of their programming model is to change the ways music is presented 

by moving the power from the arts organizations and administrators to emerging and established 

artists through curator and residency programs. As described by the staff at National Sawdust, the 

curators are given a platform to advance the field through presenting emerging artists, as well as 

established musicians from around the world. However, as described in the interview with Caleb 

Custer, a majority of the classical music concerts at National Sawdust are presented by partner 
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organizations like New York Philharmonic and Carnegie Hall. The venue’s partnerships with larger 

arts institutions therefore may seem to run counter to what is described as the aim of the 

programming model.  

If it is the intention of National Sawdust to empower the artists, why then do they 

collaborate with established arts organizations? As shown in the interview with Custer, the venue’s 

challenges of attracting audiences are mainly related to the lack of an audience base, as opposed to 

the problems of declining and aging subscribers large arts institutions are experiencing. Since the 

partner organizations have larger audience bases of people who might be interested in the classical 

concerts at National Sawdust, the venue seeks to engage with the communities of these 

organizations through the partnership model. This part of National Sawdust’s audience development 

approach may therefore be understood as relationship development (Osborne and Rentschler, 2010). 

These arts institutions’ partnerships with National Sawdust may in turn be considered a part of the 

ongoing trend of ‘off-site performances’ being presented outside the traditional concert halls. 

Among some respondents interviewed for this study, alternative venues like National Sawdust were 

considered as having a role as the ‘entry drug’ to classical music, making the non-attendees 

understand that the same experience is available to them in concert halls. However, as argued by 

Neher (2010), it is not known how likely it is for the audiences of alternative venues to attend 

concert halls. Some musicians interviewed in Robinson’s (2013) study described having fans that 

attend concerts in both more conventional and alternative venues, though this phenomenon seemed 

most common among classical musicians specializing in new music. As we saw in the interview 

with Custer, the partnership organizations are given access to a younger audience in terms of the 

average demographics at National Sawdust. However, even though the staff describe wanting to 

attract these audience groups to classical music, the former are not sure it the latter are actually 

interested in attending classical music concerts at the venue.   

Although the sample and number of respondents of the background questionnaire is limited, 

this study’s results suggest that there is a younger audience group at National Sawdust that has 

already attended classical concerts at the venue, and that might be interested in attending classical 

concerts in more traditional venues. Nevertheless, some respondents interviewed for this study 

described a dislike of attending conventional concert halls. When describing her experience of the 

concert with Brooklyn Rider at National Sawdust, Lissie explained that she is not interested in 

seeing the same performance “at the Lincoln Center,” which seems to relate to the way the 

performers broke with the formal and expected conventions associated with the concert hall. 

Since a majority of the classical concerts at National Sawdust are presented and promoted 

by partner organizations, this may result in an audience that is more similar to those of the 
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traditional concert halls than to the average audience at National Sawdust. As described by the staff 

at the venue, they have until recently been more occupied with attracting audiences to single 

concerts than introducing new audiences to classical music. As shown in the interview with Custer, 

an important aspect of being able to develop the classical music audience is the growth in the 

audience base of the venue. However, Custer described the lack of knowledge among the staff 

about what motivates the audience to attend classical music concerts, and what influences their 

interests in becoming frequent attenders at National Sawdust.  

 

6.1.2 Exploring something new: motivations for attendance  
The marketing team at National Sawdust assumes that the audience is more interested in the 

presenter of the concert if it is an influential organization like the New York Philharmonic, and the 

concert descriptions on National Sawdust’s website therefore usually highlight the name of the 

organizer, rather than the musicians performing. As described by Custer, they have not tried 

“highlighting more of the performers or anything.” The reason seems to be related to the lack of 

knowledge about what the audience wants to know about a classical concert before deciding to 

attend. The interviews with the audience members show, however, that even though several read 

about the concert at National Sawdust through a partner organization, their motivations to attend are 

related to their interest in the repertoire or the performers playing at the concert. These aspects may 

therefore be more important to the audience than the marketing team at National Sawdust assumes.  

Even though the audience members’ motivations to attend classical music concerts were 

diverse, they all seemed to be interested in concerts enabling the opportunity of exploring 

something new. Frank described an interest in discovering composers that he does not know, and he 

likes that National Sawdust is going to a place where he “can do that.” The findings of this study 

correspond with Rose’s (2008) study proposing that frequent attenders at classical concerts prefer 

programs that introduce them to something new. The audience’s motivations to attend classical 

concerts therefore runs counter to what Sloboda and Ford (2012) explain as the classical music 

tradition’s convention of presenting established works of tried and tested value. Some respondents 

similarly express a lack of motivation to attend concerts in concert halls, because “they play the 

same old stuff” (Anna).  

 In addition to exploring something new, several audience members highlighted the 

opportunity of seeing something ‘unique’ as their motivation to attend live classical concerts. This 

was variously described as being related to whether the program enables discovering music rarely 

being performed, introduces musicians that they usually do not get to see live or changes up the 
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conventional ways organizers present the music. As explained by Lissie: “Have I already heard this, 

is this very traditional, or is there something a little bit different and unique that makes me want to 

pay for this concert?” Furthermore, the interviews show that the audience was motivated to attend 

classical concerts giving them something ‘extra’ for being there, making the experience different 

than listening to the music at home, explained as wanting to see that there is “something unique to 

seeing it live” (John). Several of the respondents preferred music venues facilitating situations like 

this as opposed to the expected practice associated with concert halls. Witnessing something 

unexpected was mentioned as an example of what may make the live music experience unique. 

Furthermore, being present in the same time and space as the performance of the music, 

experiencing “the fear of the musicians messing it up” (John), was considered a quality of the live 

classical concert experience. As mentioned above, Durham Peters (2001) describes that the physical 

presence in the live experience is making touch and eye contact with the artists possible, as well as 

the opportunity of witnessing imperfection.  

A majority of the audience interviewed for this study expressed being interested in going to 

classical concerts in a wide array of venues rather than being loyal to one specific organization. 

Even though some of the respondents used to subscribe to larger concert halls and orchestras, Lissie 

is the only one who is currently a member of Carnegie Hall. Similar to other respondents, Lissie 

described being interested in a range of other musical genres. As previously described in this thesis, 

Bonita M. Kolb (2001) suggests that there is an audience that can replace the declining subscribers 

of live classical music. These audiences are, according to Kolb (ibid), attracted to specific types of 

programs instead of viewing classical music as worthy of their attention in general. Developing 

niche programming and marketing programs may be a better approach than relying on building 

these audiences’ loyalties to certain orchestras or venues. As described by Custer, he believes that 

National Sawdust should rather try to attract audiences that are interested in specific programming, 

in seeing “that specific artist” or “that performance,” rather than wanting “to belong to the classical 

series at National Sawdust” though subscription plans and memberships. 

As we saw in the interview with Custer, he stated that the classical concerts at National 

Sawdust are generally marketed in the same places as other music presented at the venue. Custer 

described that since the concerts are not “so classical,” and National Sawdust is not “such a 

classical venue,” it does not make sense to promote them in publications with a more conservative 

readership. Similar to Peterson’s (1992) study suggesting a qualitative shift from marking elite 

status, and from snobbish exclusion to omnivorous appropriation, Kolb (2001) found that the 

younger audience groups have a broad-ranging interest in both classical and popular music, 

something that results in traditional classical music marketing efforts not reaching them. One of the 
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aspects that Kolb (ibid) suggests is outreach in new advertising media. Drawing on these 

perspectives, it may seem promising that the classical concerts at National Sawdust are promoted in 

the same places as other musical styles at the venue. However, since the classical music concerts are 

messaged in another way, highlighting the name of the partner organization or the presenter, the 

results of this approach could be questioned. As shown above, the audience interviewed for this 

study is motivated to attend classical music concerts based on interests in the programming rather 

than the name of the presenter.  

 

6.1.3 Trusting the venue: obstacles and motivations for future attendance 
Drawing upon the above discussions, this section will explore possible obstacles for the respondents 

in becoming frequent attenders at National Sawdust. As explained in the interview with Custer, the 

venue’s marketing strategy has resulted in an audience that is specific to each artist or group of 

performers, and they have not managed to build an audience base of loyal ‘followers.’ The 

background questionnaire similarly suggests that 47.62% of the respondents were first-time 

attenders at the venue. Nonetheless, it also shows that a considerable percentage is motivated to 

attend the venue in the future. Because National Sawdust aims to present emerging artists and 

composers that do not necessarily have an audience base of their own, Custer described that they 

need to grow trust and understanding of the programming model among the venue’s already 

existing audience.  

 As we saw in the interviews with the audience at National Sawdust, a crucial part of their 

interests in future attendance is related to trusting the venue in bringing quality and stimulating 

music performances. The trust is associated with the staff and the curators as ‘having good taste,’ 

resulting in ‘unique programming.’ The respondents in Pitts and Spencer’s (2008) study on the 

chamber music festival Music in the Round expressed similar trust in the curators and the festival 

director’s taste in music. Some respondents interviewed for this study state that they will trust the 

venue “until they see something bad” (John), and others a trust in the programming without having 

“a particular reason to” (Frank). The relationships between National Sawdust and its audience may 

seem more fragile than what was found in Pitts and Spencer’s (2008) study. As expressed by the 

authors, the festival’s relationship with its audience had developed over time and through repeated 

attendance at the festival. However, it is possible that National Sawdust will be able to establish a 

similar type of relationship with its audience as the awareness and understanding of the venue 

grows among the audience.   
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Not all audience interviews for this study showed that responders trust the programming at 

National Sawdust. One aspect here is the complexity of the programming model, which makes it 

hard even for the staff to understand how and why a concert ended up being presented at the venue. 

Notwithstanding the number of concerts presented and the diverse musical styles, the combination 

of curators, residencies, partner organizations, and the in-house concert series make the brand of 

National Sawdust a “little bit diluted” (Interview with Custer). The lack of trust was among certain 

respondents considered to be one of the obstacles of future attendance. This was expressed by Mark 

as having a hard time figuring out “how to use” National Sawdust. The wide-spanning 

programming was experienced by some respondents as confusing, described as, “there is no 

consistency at National Sawdust” (Mark), which in turn makes it difficult to know what to expect 

before attending the venue. Even though Anna has attended National Sawdust several times, and for 

different types of events, she still described having a hard time understanding the programming at 

the venue. As we saw in the interview, Anna described the distinctions between the curators, the 

residencies and the partners as not being communicated clearly on the venue’s website, making the 

programming model confusing.  

Some respondents also expressed a lack of motivation to attend National Sawdust because of 

a feeling of the concert descriptions as written by ‘insiders’ who take the audience’s knowledge 

about a particular musical style, performer or ensemble for granted. Mark opined that these 

experiences had resulted in a feeling of being “stupid” and not “smart enough” for National 

Sawdust. Anna explained that it seems like the people writing these descriptions assume that their 

audience comes from Brooklyn, and that they are a “tight music community,” and therefore not 

people “like her” who do not have the same type of knowledge about the music.  

As shown in this study, certain respondents’ challenges of trusting National Sawdust relate 

to their lack of knowledge about the curators. If you do not know the curators taste in music, how 

do you know whether to trust them in giving you rewarding musical experiences? The findings of 

this study suggest that if National Sawdust is going to proceed attracting new audiences to classical 

music concerts, it may be important to consider how these concert descriptions are communicated 

on the venue’s website, and whether it excludes certain audience groups by taking their knowledge 

for granted. Furthermore, it may be important to consider whether the descriptions are written in a 

way that attracts the attention of people who are not as familiar with classical music. The 

respondents’ experiences of feeling excluded or included at the venue will be discussed in the last 

section of this chapter.   
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6.2 The effects of intimacy  
 

The popular spaces for public entertainment have always been medium sized or small [...] The measure of the 
spectator’s eye may be taken as a standard for his ear, for within that scope the actor will be heard [...] There is 
a limit to the genius of the actor as regards its reach over his audience; and no auditorium should exceed in size 
that limit 

—Dion Boucicault North American Review, 1889 6 

 
Already in 1889, the Irish playwright Dion Boucicault related the discussion of the size of a 

performance space to the relationships it enables between the actor and its audience. As explained 

by Christopher Small (1998), any music venue is a social construction that dramatizes and makes 

visible certain relationships between the people present in the space. These relationships should not 

be understood as ‘God-given’; they were brought into existent by human beings for various reasons. 

However, Small (ibid) argues that the music venue establishes some general limits for those 

relationships. Iain Mackintosh (1993) claims that Boucicault’s advice was sound but consistently 

ignored, especially in North America for the next century, with the rise of the new concert halls that 

was built on the assumption that the new halls should be larger. Today, as classical music deals with 

challenges of decreasing audience, it has been argued that less imposing halls need to be found for 

the classical music repertory, and that more music should be presented in smaller, alternative 

venues. The following section will therefore discuss the respondents’ experiences of the 

performance at National Sawdust, exploring the relationships facilitated between the audience and 

the performer, as well as between the audience members.  
 

6.2.1 Dismantling the barriers between the performer and the audience 

As we saw in the interviews with the audience at National Sawdust, the intimacy of the 

performance space was mainly positive in their descriptions of the concert at National Sawdust, 

which furthermore relates to their experiences of being physically, socially and psychologically 

closer to the performers. Building on these experiences, how can we understand the relationships 

between the physical intimacy and the social and psychological closeness between audience and 

performers? Mackintosh (1993, p. 134) writes that two topographical questions relate to the precise 

physical relationship of audience and actor: the vertical and the horizontal. The vertical position 

decides whether the audiences look up or down at the performers. If the audience looks up to the 

actor, she or he is in control, and can elicit responses and manage the audience because the actor is 

in the dominant physical position. The audience sitting on the balcony within the performance space 

at National Sawdust will be looking down at the performers, which may weaken the position of the 

performer. Since the stage at National Sawdust is adjustable, the vertical separation between the 
                                                           

6 Quoted in Machintosh, 1993, p. 125. 
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performers and the audience may vary, but generally, the main stage rises just above the floor where 

most of the audience is sitting (picture 1.1.). This results in less physical distance between the 

audience and the performers.  

The other dimension is how physically close the audience is to the performers in the 

horizontal position. As explained by Prestini, “In the front row, you're probably five feet from the 

artist.” Some concerts at National Sawdust are held with the audience sitting or standing around the 

performers – creating an ‘in the round’ setting. However, in classical concerts it is most common 

that the musicians are sitting or standing on the stage. As argued by Pitts (2005) the architecture of 

many concert halls places the audience in a physical distance from the performers, which in turn 

may result in leaving the audience in a subordinate position of the performer (Small, 1998). As we 

saw in the interviews with the audience at National Sawdust, several described that the physical 

closeness broke with the traditional barriers between the performers and the audience. “It’s almost 

like you’re walking on stage,” Lissie said when describing her experience of entering the space, 

suggesting that the physical separation between the performer and the audience is less clear.  

The decreased horizontal and vertical physical separations between performers and audience 

facilitate the breaking down of social barriers between audience and performers. Frank described 

that the lack of physical barriers was “not the normal environment in which to see classical music,” 

and that he furthermore experienced this as allowing more flexibility for the performers. Among the 

audience interviews for this study, the increased performer-audience interactions and the personal 

projection of the performers was considered as creating ‘memorable,’ ‘unique’ and ‘more personal’ 

experiences, closely related to ‘being there,’ witnessing the performance of the music. Certain 

respondents considered the interactions that occurred in the Brooklyn Rider concert when the cellist 

broke his string, as enabled by the physical intimacy of the performance space. Martin offered that 

there are not many places you can “ask the composer what he wants.” This may relate to the 

hierarchy of the classical music concert tradition with the composer at the top, the audience member 

at the bottom, and between that, the artist performing the composer’s music (Vang-Pedersen, 2015).  

 The intimacy of the performance space influenced some respondents’ involvement in the 

music being performed, creating a more powerful experience compared to sitting further away from 

the stage. “The intimacy makes the whole thing more powerful in some ways…like musically 

closer to the creation of the sounds” (Anna). Robert similarly explained that the intimacy was 

bringing him “closer to the creation,” and emphasized the quality of the listening environment in 

giving him a rewarding musical experience. Other respondents enjoyed the experience of being able 

to see and hear the creation of the music better, talking about how they could see the performers’ 
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facial expressions and their hands when playing. Similarly, the intimacy enabled the opportunity of 

watching the interactions among the performers as they responded to each other while playing. 

 In addition to increasing the performer-audience interactions, certain respondents considered 

the intimacy of the space as enabling a closer relationship between the audience members, through 

smiling to each other because of sharing the same experience. In the concert with Brooklyn Rider, 

Margaret commented that “we were close already, so that really brought us closer together, 

everybody, the whole, everybody,” suggesting that while they were physically close to each other, 

the personal projection of the performers brought them psychologically closer. In her study of the 

audience at the Music in the Round festival, Pitts (2005) found that the ‘in the round’ setting was 

experienced by the respondents as an opportunity of locating friends and ‘regulars’ in the venue, as 

well as watching other audience members’ reactions to the music. The respondents in this study did 

not describe the same kind of experiences, but rather highlighted the feeling of other audience 

members ‘being there for the same reasons,’ which will be discussed in the next section of this 

chapter. The ‘in the round’ setting may create a closer connection between the audience members as 

they are facing each other, instead of sitting in rows like in most concerts at National Sawdust. In 

fact, in another study, Pitts (2016) found that the classical music audiences were less likely than 

other arts audiences to be affected by other audience members, emphasizing the repertoire and the 

performers rather than the social experiences.  

 As proposed by Sloboda and Ford (2012), a shift in the four dimensions of established 

versus new work, predictable versus unpredictable, personal versus impersonal and active versus 

passive, could make the classical concert enjoyable to more people. This study suggests that the 

intimacy of the performance space at National Sawdust may facilitate an environment that increases 

audience-performer interactions. This may furthermore contribute to making their classical concerts 

less predictable, and more personal with increased projection primarily by the performers. As 

written above, Abercrombie and Longhurst (1998) suggest that in larger, more formally controlled 

performance spaces, a sense of ‘social distance’ between the performers and audience members 

result in an apparent audience passivity (ibid, p. 50). Recent research has argued that the lack of 

performer-audience interactions in many classical music performances alienates a younger 

generation who are accustomed to concerts of other musical genres being social events (Dobson, 

2010). The performance of classical music in an intimate setting like National Sawdust might be of 

benefit to these audience groups. However, the level of personal projection of performers and 

audience varies to a great extent, and the intimate performance space is not a guarantee of increased 

audience-performer interaction. In addition, as the next section will discuss, the level of social 

interactions among audience members at National Sawdust may vary across the concerts. 
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6.3 Feeling comfortable in the listening situation  
As shown in the interviews with audience members, a range of factors influenced their experiences 

of feeling comfortable at National Sawdust. The following discussion is divided into three parts, 

with the first part exploring the influence of the music venue in creating a comfortable environment 

for its audience. Next, the audience’s experiences of the performers will be discussed, focusing on 

how their informal behavior contributed to creating a comfortable environment. The last section 

will discuss the aspects that were seen to contribute to creating a sense of like-mindedness among 

the audience members, and furthermore, the descriptions of those that did not experience the same 

kind of collective involvement in the live music event.  
 

6.3.1 Feeling comfortable in the performance space  

The music venue may play an important role in creating a comfortable environment for both 

performers and audience. As previously described, research has highlighted the importance of 

audience members being made to feel ‘at home,’ or comfortable in the performance space (Olsen, 

2002), and Mary Jo Bitner (1992) has argued that the place where a service is provided may have a 

strong impact on the audience’s perceptions of the experience. The respondents in this study 

mentioned all of these when describing their concert experiences.  

The ambient conditions of the venue (Bitner, 1992), generally revealed in the respondents’ 

talk about the acoustics of the performance space, were considered as creating a comfortable 

listening environment for classical music concerts. Similar to what Kronenburg (2012) proposes, 

the respondents considered good acoustics as being crucial for the success of a classical music 

venue. The respondents did not mention being distracted by uncomfortable temperature or noise 

from the building or outside the venue, which may relate to the sophisticated technical and 

acoustical design of the building. However, the findings of the background questionnaire suggest 

that the acoustics of the venue influenced certain people’s lack of interest in future attendance at 

National Sawdust, commenting on it as not being ‘pleasant enough for unamplified instruments.’  

The second dimension proposed by Bitner (ibid), spatial layout and functionality, is of high 

importance to the service encounter. Few of the audience members interviewed for this study 

expressed discomfort with the way the equipment and furnishing within the venue was arranged. 

For some respondents, the opportunity for different seating arrangements and adjustable stages 

contributed to the feeling of the venue’s flexibility, as expressed by Margaret: “they can do all 

kinds of stuff in here.” Furthermore, the opportunity of being seated around small coffee tables with 

other audience members was experienced as facilitating social interactions between them. The level 
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of comfort and disruptive noise from the chairs within the performance space influenced certain 

respondents’ general feeling of being uncomfortable. Mark described the chairs as “not that 

comfortable,” although he is not “demanding padded seat.” Others commented on the chairs as 

being “good enough” (Margaret). However, the background questionnaire shows that certain people 

do not want to return to National Sawdust because of the chairs, highlighting the importance of the 

second dimension of the model.  

 As we saw in the interviews with the audience at National Sawdust, several mentioned the 

dimension of signs, symbols and artifacts, particularly as they were talking about the black and 

white panels within the venue. Certain respondents considered the panels as contribute to the 

general ‘coolness’ within the space, which was both seen as having a positive and negative 

influence, making it look “cool” (John), and “less warm and inviting” (Lissie). The panels were also 

seen as being an advantage, contributing in making the performance space look “fun” (Margaret), 

and “less pretentious”(Frank), and through that contributing to the general atmosphere within the 

space. However, the panels were also distracting certain respondents’ experiences of the concert, 

explained by Mark as being related to their ability to “draw the eye” (Mark), and by Robert as 

everything “you shouldn’t do.” As previously described, Eric Clarke (2005) writes that the 

audience’s listening can encompass shifts in focus from noting the furniture and surroundings of the 

concert hall, to being aware of nothing at all beyond a visceral engagement with musical events of 

absorbing immediacy and compulsion. Even though this is just one among many ways of listening, 

the rhetoric of classical music listening affords cultural prestige to the latter state of mind (ibid).  

The absence of signs telling the audience where to sit was considered to contribute to the 

feeling of the space as being “unpretentious” (John), creating a more casual environment as 

opposed to the traditional concert halls where greeters and signs tell audiences where to go. This 

furthermore contributed to the feeling of the space as enabling “self-discovery” (Lissie), in that it 

does not direct, but rather lets the audience explore the space themselves. As an experienced 

concertgoer, Lissie described this aspect as a positive influence on her concert experience. 

However, she is not sure if the lack of signs is similarly experienced by less frequent attendees. As 

described by Vang-Pedersen (2015), classical concert performances are a restored behavior, 

meaning every action taken in the specific situations is learned through cultural patterns, following 

conventions of tradition and ideology. It may be that the aspect of ‘self-discovery’ and lack of 

rituals at National Sawdust are experienced as positive and liberating among the experienced 

concertgoers who are used to social conventions telling the audiences how to behave, yet 

intimidating among the audience that participates less frequently in cultural activities. However, it 

is also possible that the audience who is not regular attendees at classical concerts is more used to 
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venues that enable discovery and opportunities like choosing their own seats, and that they feel 

more comfortable at National Sawdust compared to concert halls.  
 

6.3.2 Breaking with the conventions of the classical music performer 
Among the respondents interviewed for this study, the informal environment at National Sawdust 

contributed in making the concert an enjoyable experience, and several addressed the informality as 

being related to the behavior and visual appearance of the performers. The findings of this study 

suggest that the audience members appreciated those situations where the performers broke with the 

expected behavior of the classical music performance, including the conventions of how the 

musicians are dressed, the level of interaction with the performers through such things as spoken 

introductions, as well as their involvement in the musical performance.  

The ways the musicians at National Sawdust were dressed were mentioned by certain 

respondents as contributing in making the experience less pretentious, moving towards a “casual 

kind of rock band ethic” (John), making the experience “less pretentious” compared to the usual 

appearance of classical musicians. Robert described that the experience was a “huge plus” for his 

daughter who usually falls asleep at classical music concerts, in that the concert was not “just 

music” because, among other things, one of the musicians was dressed in a Hawaiian t-shirt. Some 

respondents mentioned that it would feel “out of context” (Margaret) if the performers would dress 

more formally because it would not match with the informal environment of the space. The 

performers at National Sawdust are by no means the only ones abandoning musicians’ uniforms of 

dinner jackets and evening wear as explained by Small (1998). As explained above, Robinson’s 

(2013) study shows how performers often change the way they dress in alternative spaces in order 

to create effective performances. However, Small (1998, p. 67) questions whether the commonplace 

change to a stylized version of everyday dress is an indicator of a new relationship between the 

performers and their audiences: “the uniform remains a uniform, which continues to set the listeners 

apart from the musicians” (ibid). In this study, the respondents did not express being put off or set 

apart from the musicians because of the way they were dressed.   

Some respondents indicate that the performers broke with the formal behavior through 

introducing parts of the program on stage. As described by Sloboda and Ford (2012) and Vang-

Pedersen (2015), the classical music concert tends to be predictable with its program describing 

what music will be played, and in what order. Lissie commented that the musicians at National 

Sawdust broke with formality because they did not wait for the audience’s applause and the “formal 

pause to go into the encore.” In several of the concerts that the respondents went to, the music was 

introduced by someone – either the conductor, the musicians, or the curator of the concert. Frank 
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observed that one of the conventions in classical music concerts is that “people on stage don’t really 

talk to the audience.” He described the introductions as being an advantage because the music was 

placed in interesting contexts, emphasizing the motivations for playing that specific music. 

Especially in the concerts where more experimental classical music were performed, the 

respondents appreciated being introduced to the larger contexts of the music, described by Frank as 

being giving a reason for “why you should listen to it.” The first-time attenders at classical concerts 

interviewed in Dobson and Pitts’ (2011) study similarly expressed a need for information about 

what they were hearing to heighten their enjoyment of the concert experience.  

Several of the respondents highlighted that the lack of formality did not influence the 

performers’ musical delivery, which was frequently described as ‘high quality’ and ‘professional.’ 

The performers were described in terms of their projection and levels of physical activity, “being 

more into the music” (Margaret), and “incredibly active” (John) resulting in an engaging and 

energized experience. As opposed to the performers in concert halls described as “sleep walking 

though the concert” (Margaret), the musicians at National Sawdust were considered being “very 

engaged in the performance”. Sloboda and Ford (2012) explain that many classical music 

performers engage with exaggerated gestures that are often similar across different performances. 

Andrew described that the personal projection of classical musicians can feel like a “theatrical 

thing.” However, at National Sawdust he described the performers as having a good time 

playing with each other: “it was like they played the ball to each other” (Andrew). Interactions 

among the performers were taken as evidence that they were enjoying the experience, and helped to 

make some respondents feel involved in the performance. Dobson (2010) found that the non-

attendees at classical concerts appreciated classical music concerts where they could glean a sense 

of the performers’ personalities as opposed to the performers “inhabit[ing] a separate world from 

the audiences” (Small, 1998, p. 4).  

The audience’s experiences described above suggest that the performers at National Sawdust 

present their concerts in less formal ways, which was considered a better introduction for first-time 

attendees at classical concerts. Furthermore, it suggests that the ways the performers were dressed 

and behaved distinguish themselves in several ways from the classical music concert tradition as 

described by Sloboda and Ford (2012). As described above, a study by the John S. and James L. 

Knight Foundation (2002) shows that in order to make the classical music concert more enjoyable, 

the participants would like greetings from the stage, short introductions to pieces, longer 

intermissions for socializing, more casual clothes for musicians, as well as thematic lighting and 

decorating. As shown in the interview with Prestini, the venue is not going to present someone who 

is just going to perform another “Bach Partita,” they can do that “at Lincoln Center.” She 
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furthermore explains that National Sawdust is interested in presenting artists who are thinking about 

themselves in a different way, who consider what clothes to wear, and what kind of story they want 

to tell. Even though the staff at National Sawdust is trying to make the performers be flexible in 

terms of how they present their concerts, Prestini explains that they are battling “hundreds of years 

of history,” and that is not going to change overnight. Even though the audience interviewed for this 

study described how the performers ‘broke with formality,’ it is possible that not all classical 

concerts at National Sawdust are presented this way.  

 
6.3.3 Inclusion and exclusion: being among other audience members  

The respondents’ descriptions reveal a liking for two aspects that, according to Pitts (2005, p. 206), 

are rarely given due attention in discussions of listening: “the visual impact of performers and other 

listeners, and the collective experience of being part of an audience.” Even though the respondents’ 

descriptions of the visual impact of other audience members were limited, this section highlights the 

importance of the collective experience of being part of an audience. Although some of the 

respondents went to National Sawdust alone, they participated in a socio-musical event where the 

musical motivations for attending were intertwined with personal and social considerations.  

Even though the extent of interactions between audience members varied across the 

concerts, several described an experience of being among like-minded, dedicated listeners, and 

other audience members as being there ‘for the same reason.’ Among some respondents, the feeling 

of like-mindedness generated feelings of friendliness, which in turn enhanced the listening 

experience. The appreciation of other audience members being there “for the music” (Lissie), rather 

than because they “belong in those circles” (Andrew) contributed to the collective appreciation of 

the concerts as opposed to the respondents’ experiences in concert halls where audiences fall 

asleep” (Martin) during the concert. As explained by Georgina Born (2012, p. 261), the people 

involved in the event – the musicians, the composer and audience members – have a tacit 

understanding of the generic location of the musical event, and share an identification with the 

genre that made them attend, that forges an imagined community.  

Burland and Pitts (2012) claim that feeling comfortable among other audience members 

provides a necessary context for enjoying the music. Even though certain implications found in this 

study suggest close connections between musical and social enjoyment of the concerts, musical 

enjoyment was expressed by respondents who did not find the social aspects of the concert at 

National Sawdust as pleasing. Lissie described the other audience as not being friendly, however, it 

does not seem like this influenced her musical enjoyment. This may relate to Lissie’s socio-

psychological connection with other audience members, as opposed to the ‘young and hip’ audience 



   
 

91 
 

in which she did not feel the same kind of like-minded relationship. It may be that a sense of 

collective experience at classical concerts is not a key determinant of enjoyment for audience 

members attending one-off concerts, in comparison to those attending a festival (Pitts, 2005). 

Furthermore, the social and musical enjoyment may be more important to younger listeners, as 

these audiences might expect to participate in the event by interacting with artists and other 

audience members (Dobson, 2010).   

In addition to the feeling of other audience members being there for the same reasons, the 

like-mindedness experienced by certain respondents was generated through the behavior and visual 

appearance of others. Robert described that the audience at National Sawdust was “not 

Williamsburg,” in that there were “no tattoos on the arms,” people were older and “well dressed,” 

as well as the haircuts being different from what he usually sees at venues in the neighborhood. As 

argued by Born and Hesmondhalgh (2000), music equally at times can be a medium for marking 

and reinforcing the boundaries of existing sociocultural categories and groups. Robert described a 

positive experience of other audience members because they did not interfere with his concert 

experience. They were silent during the concert and they responded in a suitable way, not clapping 

in the middle of the performance. Similar descriptions of the silent behavior of other audience 

members were found in other respondent descriptions, and it seems like several appreciated this 

type of behavior, as expressed by Lissie as “you can hear a pin drop,” which refers to the mutual 

‘respect for the music.’ The behavior of other audience members did also disturb certain 

respondents’ experiences of the concert at National Sawdust. As we saw in the interview with 

Andrew, the behavior of others disturbed his involvement in the concert by walking out in the 

middle of performance, making “a lot of noise” (Andrew).  

The respondents’ descriptions suggest that the social conventions associated with concert 

halls may be evident in classical concerts at National Sawdust. As proposed by Sloboda and Ford 

(2012), the classical music concert usually leaves the audiences in a passive listener role where they 

are not encouraged to walk, talk, and clap during the performance. As explained above, Burland and 

Pitts (2014) write that the conventions of quiet attention expected in a concert hall are socially 

enforced not only out of respect for the performers, or even the artwork ‘itself,’ but for the mutual 

comfort of all listeners. Research has argued that less frequent attendees at classical concerts are 

accustomed to attending concerts where the audience are encouraged to behave as active listeners 

(Dobson, 2010), and furthermore, to the freedom for an individual expression of this experience 

(Vang-Pedersen, 2015). The less frequent attendees at classical music concerts might therefore feel 

alienated at concerts at National Sawdust with its different mode of experiencing, offering an 

individual audience experience, with the rules of a group expression influencing the individual 
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experience. The silent acoustics and behavior of other audience members at National Sawdust may 

therefore create an environment that potentially could be experienced by less frequent attendees as 

intimidating and alienating.  

However, other respondents described the concert at National Sawdust as breaking with 

social conventions associated with the concert hall. As we saw in the interview with John, he 

described that in classical music concerts people talk about how they do not want to be “that 

coughing person,” distracting the other audience members’ experiences of the concert. John 

described that in the concert at National Sawdust, someone’s beer can fell on the floor. Everyone 

heard it, but John experienced it as not being “a big thing,” and that they kept their attention on the 

musicians performing. This environment was described by John as creating a “more fun” 

experience than in concert halls. The level of disruptive noise made in classical concerts at National 

Sawdust may vary across the concerts, as well as the audience members’ preferences of what makes 

a good audience, which moreover may relate to their previous experiences of attending classical 

concerts in traditional and alternative venues.  

 The live music listening at National Sawdust was at the best expressed by the respondents as 

combining sociability among a like-minded audience with close attention to high-quality musicians. 

However, there are many extra-musical variables involved in bringing a rewarding live music 

experience. Related to this is the performative nature of live music, the sensations it offers to the 

body and the modes of sociability it enables, that make it a good vehicle for consumers to place 

themselves in. As explained by Born and Hesmondhalgh (2000), the potential of music as a medium 

of imagined communities is twofold: it can both induce submersion into the collectivity, or it can 

construct spaces of alterity, difference and dissent. Inclusion and exclusion through music appear as 

two sides of the same coin, and musically imagined communities function if they define their own 

margins, as in Robert’s description of the audience through what it is not.  

 While recognizing that National Sawdust is supposed to attract different kinds of audience to 

classical concerts, Lissie does not think that it is easy for everyone to “just walk in there,” that it 

might be experienced as intimidating because it is “too cool.” According to Lissie, the venue is for 

“a specific clientele” that looks comfortable as it is used to attending various “arts events.” Lissie 

described these audiences as serving to exclude and alienate those that are not frequent visitors at 

the types of concerts presented at National Sawdust. She furthermore described the other audience 

members as consisting of younger, ‘hip’ people – the pretty producers (Kolb, 2001), and an older 

audience group that was described as belonging to the middle or upper middle class, “well 

educated” and “New York Times readers.” Mark described a feeling of not being “smart enough” for 

National Sawdust. He remembers meeting a friend at the venue that mentioned names of curators 
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and people involved that were unfamiliar to him. The lack of enthusiasm among the staff and other 

audience members resulted in him not feeling the same type of like-minded appreciation that he has 

experienced in other alternative venues presenting classical music. Rather than being there for the 

music, Mark got the impression that the others were there because they were friends and family of 

the performers. The lack of social interactions with other audience members may have influenced 

Mark’s experiences, as he explained that the seating arrangements facilitated a social cafe 

environment, however, nobody was consuming anything because of the bar’s high prices. Mark 

observed that this resulted in a cold and unwelcoming environment as opposed to other alternative 

venues that he has experienced as successful in creating a stimulating, social environment.  

 Those expressing discomfort at National Sawdust were rare among the respondents, perhaps 

because those who felt the concert pleasing were the most willing to participate in the research. 

However, the voices of  Lissie, Anna and Mark, stand out as a reminder of how the pleasure 

experienced by ‘insiders’ who are used to attending ‘these types of events’ can itself act as a barrier 

to newcomers that might feel excluded. The collective appreciation of audience members that know 

how to behave may alienate the less frequent attendees. Vang-Pedersen (2015, p. 44) similarly 

argues that modern audiences go to concerts to identify and share themselves and their values with 

performers and other audience members. As shown in the background questionnaire of this thesis, a 

majority of the classical music audience at National Sawdust is surrounded by classical music in 

their daily lives. The backgrounds and listening experiences among the interview respondents 

similarly suggests that the audience at National Sawdust is knowledgeable of classical music. 

Several have studied music, mention favorite composers and eras of the classical music traditions, 

as well as being experienced concert attendees in both traditional and alternative venues. Even 

though it may not be the intentions of these audiences, their socio-cultural identities, their 

identification with the musical sounds emitted in the event, their behavior and understanding of the 

conventions associated with this type of event may result in less frequent attendees feeling excluded 

from the musically imagined community. This may furthermore influence their motivations for 

future attendance at National Sawdust and classical music concerts in general.  

 

6.4 Concluding reflections: National Sawdust in the seas of 
classical music venues   
 
The design and architecture of classical music venues is neither static nor standardized – it is a 

developing form that is determined by artistic, social and commercial factors. Among several of the 

audiences interviewed for this study, National Sawdust is not considered a new way to experience 
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classical music, but as part of the ongoing trend of classical music concerts presented outside 

concert halls. The fact that National Sawdust is a newly established music venue reaffirms the 

relevance of the trend – that classical music can be performed in less structured, more informal 

environments. However, according to both the staff and the audience members interviewed for this 

study, giving people access to live classical music was seen as an opportunity of attracting new 

audiences. Compared to concert halls, it is affordable to go to concerts at National Sawdust, which 

in turn was seen as enabling people to see live classical music more frequently, including being able 

to risk ending up at the “wrong” performance. The location of National Sawdust was furthermore 

considered as providing access to the music as it is located in Brooklyn, and not in Manhattan like a 

majority of New York City’s classical music venues. With more people being physically closer to a 

classical music venue, fewer will feel the distance as an obstacle of attendance.  

As explained by Kronenburg (2011, p. 137), the architecture of a venue can have a highly 

significant effect on the character, power, and relevance of the performance, adding layers of 

meaning and expression for both performer and audience. The fact that new venues support this 

kind of music encourages some respondents when thinking about the future of live classical music, 

because it does not “look like a classical music venue” (Andrew), and with the music being “woven 

into a broader programming” (Frank) serving as a valuable reminder that classical music is current. 

Building on the discussions in the foregoing sections – how should we understand National 

Sawdust in the seas of alternative and traditional classical music venues?  

It has been argued that the classical concert convention of presenting established work, often 

by composers no longer alive, has been causing stagnation in the live classical music field (Small, 

1998). This, in turn, makes it difficult for new composers to establish themselves to the audience 

(Vang-Pedersen, 2015). In alternative venues, Vang-Pedersen (2015) writes that many performers 

find themselves liberated from the classical music programming conventions, often playing new 

music. Similar to other alternative music venues, National Sawdust aims to support new and 

emerging artists. However, as proposed in the first section of this chapter, it could be questioned 

whether the venue’s partnerships with large arts institutions run counter of the aim of empowering 

the artists via the benefit of attracting audiences to their classical music concerts. As explained by 

Robinson (2013), the alternative music venues are usually not sponsored by the larger arts 

organizations, and the musicians interviewed for the study considered the alternative venues as an 

opportunity for reaching new audiences and fans of other styles of music. Since a majority of the 

classical concerts at National Sawdust is presented and promoted by partner organizations, this may 

result in an audience that is more similar to those of the traditional concert halls than the average 

audience at National Sawdust. As we saw in the interview with Custer, the staff is not sure if the 
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audience that attends other concerts is interested in attending classical music concerts at the venue. 

However, since the programming model is making musicians collaborate across musical 

genres, Custer hopes that people will “come in for a jazz concert, and then they find out that this 

artist is collaborating with a classical musician,” and through that become interested in attending 

classical music concerts. Custer claims that they have seen some results of this already, however, he 

believes it will take some time for people to get used to it, and that it will develop as the audience 

base of the venue grows, along with the awareness and trust in the venue.  

As we saw in the interviews with the audience members, the intimacy of the performance 

space at National Sawdust was generally described as being an advantage. However, presenting 

classical music in intimate settings is not new. As shown in Robinson’s (2013) study, classical 

music has been performed in smaller spaces like Bach’s coffee house concerts, in people’s homes, 

and in lofts in during the 1970s. The audience interviewed for this study reflects that the 

performance space facilitates less physical separation between the performers and the audience, 

which in turn was experienced as breaking the social barriers between them. The effects of 

increased audience-performer interactions were considered to potentially make the classical concert 

at National Sawdust less predictable, and more personal with increased projection primarily by the 

performers. In concert halls, Sloboda and Ford (2012) describe that the degree of freedom for the 

performers is quite limited, and performer-audience interactions may be limited. Robinson’s (2013) 

study similarly shows that among the classical musicians interviewed for the study, a majority 

described intimacy as one of the advantages of performing in alternative music venues since it 

allows increased interactions with the audience.  

Among certain respondents, the increased performer-audience interactions were considered 

as creating a more comfortable and less formal experience. In Robinson’s (2013) study, the 

musicians similarly preferred the alternative venues because of the more casual environment in 

these spaces. In order to create effective performances in alternative venues, musicians often 

present their concerts in less formal ways through dressing informally, using lightning and sound 

technologies, as well as presenting themselves in less formal ways (ibid). The audience interviewed 

in this study similarly explained that the performers broke with certain classical music conventions 

through introducing the music being played, interacting with the audience, as well as dressing less 

formally. However, as we saw in the interviews with Prestini and Custer, the performers do not take 

full advantage of the facilities at the National Sawdust, like changing the atmosphere through the 

use of different lighting.  

Even though National Sawdust may be similar to other alternative music venues, the silent 

and passive listener behavior described by some respondents may distinguish the venue from other 
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alternative venues presenting classical music. As identified by Robinson (ibid), one of the 

drawbacks of performing in alternative venues was the disruptive noise made by the audience, and 

classical musicians had to compete with more noise than experienced in concert halls. As explained 

above, certain classical concerts at National Sawdust may have an audience that is more similar to 

those of the traditional concert halls than the average audience at the venue. Although the sample 

and number of respondents of the background questionnaire is limited, it suggests that a rather high 

percentage mention traditional concert halls as venues they visit for live classical music concerts. It 

is possible that National Sawdust’s partnerships with large arts institutions result in certain 

audiences ‘bringing with them’ the silent listener behavior associated with the concert hall to 

National Sawdust. However, as we saw in the interviews with the staff at National Sawdust, at some 

classical music concerts the musicians decide that the bar will be closed during the performance, as 

“sometimes the performances need to be listened to in quiet” (Prestini). These descriptions suggest 

that the behavior and ethos among certain audience members, the staff and performers may preserve 

the conventions of the silent listener practice associated with the concert hall, which furthermore 

might be a challenge when attracting new audiences to classical music.   
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7 Conclusions 
With the live classical music audience in decline, it has been argued that alternative music venues 

may be an important opportunity for the classical music industry to raise its profile and contribute to 

securing its audience for the future. Even though the recognition of these venues has increased in 

recent years, there is a lack of research on how they are experienced by its audience. The aim of this 

study has therefore been to explore the audience’s experiences of classical music concerts at the 

music venue National Sawdust. Through conducting nine qualitative interviews with the audience, 

this study has emphasized the importance of qualitative research to consider the social processes of 

live music listening, and the effects of the music venue on the audience’s experiences. Furthermore, 

this thesis has investigated the relations between the programming model at National Sawdust, the 

venue’s existing audience and its outreach strategies to attract new audiences to classical music. 

Drawing upon these perspectives, this thesis has discussed National Sawdust’s potential 

contribution as an alternative venue in attracting new audiences to classical music concerts.  

The discussion of the preferable size of a music venue has traditionally addressed the types 

of relationships it makes visible between the audience and the performer. Building on these 

arguments, this study suggests that the intimacy of the performance space at National Sawdust was 

crucial in many audience members’ experiences of the concerts. The intimacy was described as 

breaking the physical barriers between the audience and the performers, which in turn enabled 

increased audience-performer interactions. Furthermore, it was considered to facilitate situations 

that made the live music experience memorable and unique as opposed to listening to recordings of 

the music at home. These experiences relate to the increased personal projection of the performers, 

manifested through spoken introduction, as well as interacting with the audience when unexpected 

situations occurred, giving the audience a sense of the performers’ ‘personality.’ Sitting close to the 

musicians created a more powerful experience of the music as it enabled hearing the music better, 

as well as the enjoyment of watching the performers’ facial expressions and techniques while 

playing. The ways the performers behaved and dressed were considered to create an informal 

environment that the audience experienced as distinct from the concert hall setting.  

This thesis has argued that the effects of this intimacy may enable situations that correspond 

with recent research of what might be beneficial when attracting less frequent attenders to classical 

concerts. This may especially be the case with the increased performer-audience interactions 

making the concerts less predictable and more personal. However, the projection of the performers 

and interactions with audience members should not be understood as a direct result and guaranteed 

effect of the intimacy as it varies to great extent across the different concerts. The audience’s 
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appreciation of the silent and passive listener behavior at National Sawdust may furthermore be an 

obstacle when trying to attract new audiences to classical concerts. Research shows that less 

frequent attendees at classical music concerts are used to being active listeners expressing their 

individual experiences of the concerts, and they might feel alienated by the behavior of other 

audience members at National Sawdust. If National Sawdust is going to continue trying to attract 

new audiences to live classical music, certain conflicts might occur between the wish to preserve 

certain conventions of the classical music listening behavior, while at the same time creating a 

comfortable and welcoming environment to new audiences.  

The findings of this study support the importance of the venue in facilitating a comfortable 

environment for its audience. Both the qualitative interviews and the background questionnaire 

suggest that the level of comfort experienced at National Sawdust influenced the respondents’ 

motivations and obstacles for future attendance. These findings highlight the fact that the live music 

experience is more than ‘just music,’ as the acoustics, the aesthetics of the performance space and 

the quality of the furniture affected the respondents’ interests in future attendance. It furthermore 

supports research arguing that the understanding of the live music experience should to a greater 

extent consider the building where the concert is held (see e.g. Pitts, 2005; Kronenburg, 2011). 

This study also demonstrates the challenges a music venue might encounter when trying to 

attract new audiences to classical music concerts. As illustrated, the music venue may be 

experienced as distinctly different across its audience members. At National Sawdust, the lack of 

signs telling the audiences where to sit may, as an example, be experienced as encouraging among 

the habitual attenders, yet creating feelings of discomfort among less frequent attenders.  

These findings suggest that there is potential for further research into the impact of listening 

spaces. This research might consider both the design of the venue and how different audience 

groups inhabit and feel comfortable in the space. Increased understanding could hold practical value 

for concert promoters and venues seeking to attract new audiences to classical music, as well as 

highlight the fact that audience development should not exclusively be concerned with broadening 

their audience demographics, but should seek to understand the individual listening experience, as it 

is the heart of the live music experience. The findings of this study also suggest further research into 

how audiences at different events inhabit spaces and feel comfortable among other audience 

members. Finally, these notions may be understood in relation to those ways in which the different 

venues facilitate social conventions.  

Although a significant number of the respondents were newcomers to National Sawdust, this 

does not mean that they were newcomers to classical music. On the contrary, most were regular and 

recent attenders at a range of classical music events. For such people, the experiences, identity and 
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role of National Sawdust is likely to be seen through the lens of the experienced classical music 

consumer. The background questionnaire suggests that a greater number of attendees did not attend 

a lot of classical music concerts before going to National Sawdust. Even though I tried to recruit 

these audiences to the research interviews, there is a possibility that they were turned off by the 

thought of discussing an experience that was new to them with a music scholar. A case study 

recruiting audiences that are new to classical music would therefore be necessary to explore these 

audiences’ experiences at National Sawdust. A comparison with the findings of this study could 

then increase the knowledge about the alternative music venue’s role and contribution in attracting 

new audiences to live classical music concerts.  

The findings of this study suggest that if National Sawdust is going to continue attracting a 

new audience to classical music concerts, the staff at the venue need to consider the ways these 

concerts are communicated on the venue’s website; whether it excludes or includes, and whether 

the concert descriptions are written in a way that avoid the audiences’ experiences of being written 

for and by ‘insiders’ that requires certain knowledge about the music. It also suggests that they need 

to reflect upon how the venue can increase the audience’s experiences of feeling comfortable at the 

venue: how seating arrangements can facilitate social interactions between audience members, how 

the costs in the bar influence the general environment, as well as the influence of the staff in 

creating a welcoming environment at the venue. Furthermore, this study suggests that they need to 

consider the effects of the programming model and how this relates to the classical music audience 

being attracted to the venue, as well as how the model is communicated to its audience in order to 

build trust in the notion that National Sawdust will give the audience rewarding musical 

experiences. As shown in this thesis, these aspects were all revealed in the audience’s descriptions 

of their motivations to attend National Sawdust, of their experiences while being there, as well as 

their future interests in attending the venue.  

Among the staff at National Sawdust, building the venue’s relationship to its existing 

audience was considered as crucial as they need a larger audience base of loyal ‘followers’ to fulfill 

its missions. This study similarly suggests that the audience’s trust and understanding of the 

programming was an important aspect of their interests in future attendance at the venue. Since the 

venue aims to present works of emerging and often unknown artists, it may be important to consider 

how these concerts are being communicated to its audience, as the lack of knowledge about the 

music, the performers or the curators may leave certain audiences with a feeling of not being ‘smart 

enough’ for National Sawdust.  

This furthermore illustrates an important aspect of this study. At the time when it was 

conducted, it was one year after the opening of National Sawdust, and the marketing team had just 
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started to change its strategy from promoting single concerts to increasing the awareness of the 

organization. Even though this study offers insights into how audiences make sense of and get 

motivated to attend classical concerts at a new music venue, as well as the challenges of having a 

wider-ranging and ambitious programming model without an audience base, National Sawdust will 

probably keep on developing both their programming model and their marketing approaches. By 

doing so, they should also hope to develop a general awareness of the venue and its audience base.  

That audience members need to feel comfortable among fellow listeners is one of the 

challenges experienced by venue managers and arts organizations seeking to broaden their 

demographic and build new audiences. As shown in this study, a considerable aspect of the 

audience’s experience at National Sawdust was assigned to the influence of other audience 

members. Especially important was the sense of feeling included within the event, sharing musical 

taste and the feeling of other audience members being there for the same reasons. The ways other 

audience members were dressed and behaved furthermore influenced certain respondents’ 

experiences of like-mindedness. Even though not all respondents expressed the same kind of 

appreciation of the other audience members, this highlights important aspects that arts marketers 

should be aware of when trying to diversify its audience: namely that the potential of music as a 

medium of imagined communities is twofold. It can both induce submersion into the collectivity, or 

it can construct spaces of alterity, difference and dissent. Those conventions that seem ‘natural’ to 

people who have attended classical concerts in traditional and alternative venues can strike the first-

time attender as strange and alienating. Some potential listeners will probably be prepared to 

tolerate the discomfort of being excluded from the dominant values and experiences of the group. 

However, many more will simply stay away. Furthermore, if the listening environment and the 

audience’s sociocultural identities and behavior change, existing audiences at National Sawdust 

who feel comfortable with the silent listener behavior might similarly feel alienated by other 

audience members and potentially excluded from the musically imagined community.  

New alternative music venues presenting classical music in an intimate and less formal 

environment will not necessarily result in developing the classical music audience. Live classical 

music concerts occur in complex and dynamic situations and consist of shifting impressions. 

Attracting new audiences to classical music concert can be a highly challenging task, both for the 

century old concert hall trying to change its image among the general public, and for the newly 

established alternative venue growing awareness and loyalty among audiences seeking to discover 

something new.   
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Appendix 1: Interview guide with the audience at National Sawdust  
 
Opening questions 
• Could you please start by telling me something about yourself?  
• How would you describe your relationship to and taste in music? 
Relationship to classical music 
• How would you describe your relationship to classical music? (How and when did it start?)  
• In what ways does classical music play a role in your daily life? (Concerts, listening) 
• What’s important when you choose which classical concerts to attend?  
• Do you also visit traditional concert halls for classical concerts? Why/why not?  
• Do you have any thoughts about classical music in today’s society?   
Relationship to National Sawdust 
• Could you please tell me about when you first attended National Sawdust and why?  
• What kinds of concerts have you been to at National Sawdust?  
• How would you describe your relationship to NS? (Favorite, once in a while…) 
• Do you trust NS and the curator’s taste in music? Why/why not? 
• Does NS have impact on your listening and/or concert attendance? (Please explain)  
• Does NS help you discover new music and musical genres?  
• How would you describe NS compared to other venues in NYC? 
Concerts with classical music at National Sawdust 
Now I will be asking questions about the classical concert that you went to… 
• Do you remember why you attended this concert? How did you get to know about it? 
• Did you go to other concerts at NS before this one? 
• Please describe your experience of the concert  

o How would you describe the venue? In what ways did the performance space 
influence your experience?  

o How would you describe the audience at NS? Did they influence your experience? 
o How would you describe the music and the performers at NS? 
o Did anything influence your experience in a negative matter? What would you 

change about National Sawdust?  
• What do you think National Sawdust contributes to the classical music scene in NYC? 
• Would you say that your experiences at NS have influenced your thoughts about how classical 

music is being performed today? Why/why not? 
• Would you say that the experience at NS have influenced your thoughts about the role of 

classical music in society today? (Why/why not?) 
• Do you have any other comments that you would like to make about National Sawdust and the 

role of music in your life?  
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Appendix 2: Interview guide with Caleb Custer  
  
Opening questions  
- Please describe your position at National Sawdust  

o How and when did you get introduced to NS?   
 

National Sawdust   
- How would you describe NS? (The design and architecture, atmosphere, staff…)  

o How would you describe the audience at NS?   
o How would you describe NS compared to other venues in NYC?   
o What styles of music does NS host?   

- Who decides the programming at NS? How do you find new groups to host?  
- How is the money spilt between the musicians and NS? 
- What is generally the cost to the audience?   

 
Marketing at National Sawdust   
- In what ways do you promote NS and the venue’s vision?   
- What are NS target groups? Is it the same for different musical genres?  
- In what ways are you promoting concerts at National Sawdust?  

o Do you promote classical concerts differently than other styles of music?   
 

Classical concerts at National Sawdust  
- How often do you present classical concerts at NS?  
- How is classical concerts marketed at NS? (How is this comparable to other styles?)  

o Could you please describe the audience at these concerts?    
o What’s the range of audience size at these events?   
o What are the age range at these concerts?  
o How does this audience compare to other styles of music?  

- In what ways are NS trying to reach new audience to the classical music concerts? 
- Is the general atmosphere at a classical music night different from a night with other types of 

music? (Please explain)   
- Do classical groups tend to use you sound, video and light equipment?  
- Do the groups you host play a certain type of repertoire? What about the size? 
- Does hosting classical concerts make sense financially? Increase in revenue? 
- What are the advantages of hosting classical music? What about drawbacks?  
- Do you plan to continue hosting classical concerts in the future? Why?    
- What do you see as the function of this kind of concert (audience building for other types of 

concerts, making money, experimenting with new ideas)?  
- How do you feel audience involvement and general atmosphere changes, if at all, at NS vs. the 

concert hall?  
- Do you think NS is helping people become interested in classical music? Why, and in what 

ways?   
- How do you envision National Sawdust affecting the future of classical music?  
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Appendix 3: Interview guide with Paola Prestini    
  
Opening questions (getting to know Paola)  
- Please describe your position at National Sawdust  

o How and when did you get introduced to NS?   
 

National Sawdust   
- How would you describe NS?  

o How would you describe NS compared to other venues in NYC?  
- What was the vision behind the establishment of NS?    

o Did you see other venues as a model for NS?  
o Who was involved in establishing NS?  

- What was the vision behind the design of the performance space? (What did you want to 
achieve by choosing the existing design...)  

- How would you describe the music that NS presents?  
- How does programing work at NS? What’s important when choosing which artist/groups to 

present?  
- In the beginning, what kind of audience did you want to attract? Did this at some point change?  
  
Classical concerts at National Sawdust  
- Why do you present classical music at NS? (How did you become interested in hosting classical 

concerts...)  
- How would you describe the classical music that NS presents?  
- What’s important when choosing which classical artist/groups to present?  
- What kind of experience do you want the audience to get when going to a classical music show 

at NS?   
- Could you please describe your impression of the audience at the classical concerts?    

o What’s the range in audience size at these events?   
o What is the age range at these concerts?  
o How is this audience compared to other styles of music? 

- In what ways are NS trying to reach new audience to the classical music concerts?  
o Do you know how this is reflected in the different departments? (programing, curating, 

partnership)  
- Is the general atmosphere at a classical music night different from a night with other types of 

music? (Please explain...)   
- What are the advantages of hosting classical music? What about drawbacks?  
- Do you plan to continue hosting classical concerts in the future? Why/why not?  
- What do you see as the function of this kind of concert (audience building for other types of 

concerts, making money, experimenting with new ideas, promoting classical music)?  
- How do you feel audience involvement and general atmosphere change, if at all, at NS vs. a 

traditional concert hall?  
- Do you think NS helps people to become interested in classical music? Why, and in what 

ways?   
- How do you envision National Sawdust affecting the future of classical music?  
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Appendix 4: Information letter  

 

Information letter about the research interview 

 

This letter contains information about the study that I am conducting as part of my Master’s degree 

in the Department of Musicology at the University of Oslo under the supervision of Professor Anne 

Danielsen. The study will focus on the audience’s experience of being at classical concerts at 

National Sawdust. 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. It will involve an interview of approximately 45 minutes in 

length to take place in a mutually agreed upon location. You may decline to answer any of the 

interview questions if you so wish. Further, you may decide to withdraw from this study at any time 

without any negative consequences. 

 

With your permission, the interview will be tape-recorded to facilitate collection of information, 

and later transcribed for analysis. All information you provide is considered completely 

confidential. Your name will not appear in any thesis or report resulting from this study, however, 

with your permission anonymous quotations may be used. There are no known or anticipated risks 

to you as a participant in this study. 

 

If you have any questions regarding this study, or would like additional information please contact 

me. 

 

I hope that the results of my study will be of benefit to National Sawdust, other organizations not 

directly involved in the study, as well as to the broader research community. 

 

I very much look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your assistance in this 

project. 

 

Sincerely, 

Sigrid Traasdahl 

Student at the University of Oslo 

Phone number: 929 248 9393 
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Appendix 5: Consent form  

 

CONSENT FORM, STAFF AT NATIONAL SAWDUST 

I am aware that I have the option of allowing my interview to be tape recorded to ensure an  

accurate recording of my responses.  

  

I am also aware that excerpts from the interview may be included in the dissertation and/or  

publications to come from this research, with the understanding that the quotations will not 

be anonymous.  

  

I was informed that I may withdraw my consent at any time without penalty by advising 

the  researcher.  

  

With full knowledge of all foregoing, I agree, of my own free will, to participate in this study.  

____ YES ___ NO  

  

I agree to have my interview tape recorded.  

____ YES ___ NO  

 

  

I agree to the use of anonymous quotations in any thesis or publication that comes of this  

research.  

____ YES ___ NO  

  

 

Participant’s Signature _____________________________________ Date ______________  

  

Researcher’s Signature _____________________________________ Date ______________ 
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Appendix 6: Background questionnaire  
 

Title: (Name of event)   

This confidential questionnaire is a part of the Master’s degree that I am conducting in the Department of Musicology at 

the University of Oslo. By returning a completed questionnaire, you are consenting to the researcher using the 

information you supply in anonymized form in both private reports to the organization and in public presentations of the 

research. If you have any questions about the research, please write to Sigrid.traasdahl@gmail.com  

 
Q1) What is your gender?   

Female / Male  / Other (Please specify)  

Q2) What is your age?  

18 to 24 / 25 to 34 / 35 to 44 / 55 to 64 / 85 to 74 / 75 or older  

Q3) What is your ZIP code? ________ 

Q4) How often do you go to live music concerts?   

Several days a week / Once a week / Once every two weeks / Monthly  / Once every three months / Once every six 

months / Other (please specify) ________  

Q5) How often do you go to live classical music concerts?   

Several days a week / Once a week / Once every two weeks / Monthly  / Once every three months / Once every six 

months / Other (please specify) ________  

Q6) At what music venues in New York do you go to concerts with classical music?________  

Q7) How often do you listen to recordings of classical music?   

Several days a week / Once a week / Once every two weeks / Monthly  / Once every three months / Once every six 

months / Other (please specify) ________  

Q8) How often do you attend events at National Sawdust?   

Several days a week / Once a week / Once every two weeks / Monthly  / Once every three months / Once every six 

months / Other (please specify) ________  

Q10) Would you like to return for a concert with classical music at National Sawdust?   

Yes / No (Please comment)  

Q11) Would you like to return to National Sawdust for a concert with another music style at National Sawdust?   

Yes / No (Please comment)  

Q12) Would you be willing to be contacted later this month to explore the issues raised in this questionnaire in 

more depth? Please choose one of the following options:   

  

Yes, I am willing to be contacted for an in-depth conversation about issued raised / No, I am not willing to be contacted 

for an in-depth conversation about issued raised  

  

Your details will be held confidential, and will not be used to contact you  

(except for the research), passed to third parties, or place you on any mailing lists.   
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Appendix 7: Concerts attended by the questionnaire respondents  

 

 

Concerts attended by the questionnaire respondents 

Title of event  Performer/ensemble Date  

NY Phil Biennial: Brooklyn Rider Brooklyn Rider  Friday June 3rd 2016 

NY Phil Biennials: Jenny Koh Jenny Koh (solo violin)  Tuesday May 24th 2016 

NYU Contemporary Ensemble & 1B1 
Present: Music By Arvo Pärt And Kaija 
Saariaho 

NYC Contemporary Ensemble and 1B1 Saturday May 14th 2016 

1B1 Presents: Simax Evening featuring Martin 
Kuuskman 

1B1, bassonist Martin Kuuskman and 
violinist Lars Anders Tomter 

Tuesday May 10th, 2016 

1B1 Presents: 
Vivaldi with Dan Laurin 

1B1 and record player Dan Laurin  Saturday May 17th, 2016 

1B1 Presents: A Night of Grieg 1B1 and pianist Erlend Skomsvoll Thursday, May 5th, 2016 

Carnegie Hall Presents: Ensemble ACJW: 
Turning Point 

Ensemble ACJW Tuesday, May 3rd 2016 

In Situ: Francesca dePasquale Francesca dePasquale Wednesday April 6th, 2016 

New York Philharmonic Presents: Contact! Musicians from the NY Philharmonics, 
curated by Esa-Pekka Salonen 

Monday, May 7th, 2016 

Spring Revolution: Rite of Spring with 
Anderson & Roe 

Anderson & Roe  Wednesday May 9th, 2016 

In Situ: Norman Krieger Norman Krieger  Sunday March 20th, 2016 

Spring Revolution: 
Rite of Spring Dance Party 

James Blachly and the Experiential Orchestra Monday, March 28th, 2016 

 

  
 

 


