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“The Future of Classical Music – We’re All in This Together” 

This lecture was delivered on Wednesday 9 October 2013 at the Kaplan Penthouse, Lincoln Center, 

New York City, as part of the Royal Philharmonic Society Bicentenary Celebrations.  

It is an honour to be with you and to have been asked to give the annual lecture of the 

Royal Philharmonic Society. Not least to be here in this exciting and endlessly 

fascinating city. 

I always find it important to keep the audiences whom we all serve at the forefront of 

my mind and so I thought I should start by sharing some feedback from one of our BBC 

Radio 3 listeners with you. 

Here it is: 

“In your early music programme last week, there was a reference to something used by 

violinists.  However it failed to mention where the gut came from. As a vegetarian I 

would have liked to know this, in order to determine whether I can ever listen to violin 

music again”.  

The audience never fails to surprise us, does it? 

That audience reaction is just one example which proves that I can’t possibly address 

all of the issues that classical music faces in my lecture over the next forty minutes. I’m 
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not, for example, an expert in the training of musicians, nor in the complex but vitally 

important diversity agenda. I am also not an academic and so I’m not going to offer 

you a scholarly exposition on music and society. There is plenty of that available 

elsewhere. I can, for example, highly recommend Andreas Wagener’s report published 

at the end of last year for the Association for Cultural Economics International entitled 

“Why do people (not) cough in concerts? The economics of concert etiquette” with a 

quotation from nothing less than Berg’s Wozzeck Act 1, scene 4 as inspiration at the 

top of the paper. 

“Aber, aber, Wozzeck er hätte doch nicht husten sollen!” (“But really, Wozzeck, you 

should not have coughed”)   

I suggest that Wozzeck himself might not have recognised the activity in which he was 

engaged from this intriguing report. One section says this: 

“Even at normal frequencies, coughs are concert-immanent. Assuming that each person 

coughs purely randomly, independently of everybody else’s coughing and at a time-

invariant (calculated by a homogeneous Poisson process) a normal frequency of 16 

coughs per day corresponds to 0.0555 coughs in a five minute interval. For a small 

concert hall with 200 people, this amounts to 0.0015 percent, making the undisturbed 

performance even of a short piece of music extremely unlikely.” 

I quote this, only to show a level of academic research and insight which you won’t be 

getting from me this evening. 

However, as I believe (without any robust research at all), that 

a) audiences only cough when they are uncomfortable or bored and 

b) that nothing I say in this lecture should make you feel uncomfortable 

I trust that you will express your boredom in silence. 

So..…. 

The Future of Classical Music  - we’re all in this together. 

Two organisations certainly are in it together. The Royal Philharmonic Society and the 

BBC.  More specifically, the BBC Proms and BBC Radio 3 which have been working 



3 
 

with the RPS for some time now, most recently in collaboration with the New York 

Philharmonic in celebration of the RPS bicentenary and the commissioning of the Mark 

Anthony Turnage piece to accompany Beethoven’s Ninth. Turnage’s response to the 

commission, an orchestral work called Frieze, had its premiere at the BBC Proms this 

summer and it was a thrill to hear it again last night played so splendidly by the 

Philharmonic. 

The RPS and BBC have many shared aims and much of the vision for our respective 

work centres on the promotion and celebration of classical music (in particular live 

music making) and working to sustain and enrich it. 

It is the business of helping to secure its future that I want to offer some thoughts on now 

- not, I hasten to add though, to maintain this precious art form unchanged in a 

changing world or merely to preserve it for the sake of it. The blind acceptance of 

classical music traditions is simply laziness. Tradition and heritage need to be 

examined and, where appropriate, maintained. However they also need to be made fit 

for our times. 

As TS Eliot commented "A tradition without intelligence is not worth having". 

I propose that we need to work together to sustain and build the world of classical 

music to pass it on in good health to the generations of listeners that will follow us. 

I also want to make really clear that I can't propose simple solutions to deal with all the 

difficulties that we face in our music and arts world today. Despite our global 

environment, the issues we face have particular local or national characteristics, often 

driven by historical positions or situations. Just take the UK and USA classical music 

scene - so alike in so many ways and yet our approaches also very diverse in others - 

funding, broadcasting, print media, and connections with audiences to name but a 

few. So please take my thoughts offered today not as a quick fix set of international 

rescue imperatives. I recognise fully the individual character of the issues we are 

seeking to address in discussing the future of classical music and let me remind you that 

my views are naturally those of an outsider in New York - but one who also feels 

increasingly at home on every visit here. 
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How fortunate we are to live now – not least in a golden age of composition - but also 

at a time after such a wealth of music has been written. What must a time before 

Beethoven 9 have been like?   The idea that there was a time before these 

masterpieces is beyond me – the notion of a genius being able to create these works 

and have this music in their head is also mind boggling. 

I find it impossible to imagine a world without for example Monteverdi, Bach, Mozart, 

Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Mahler, Debussy, Stravinsky, Boulez and Sondheim. 

How lucky, however, we are that all these composers came before us. How can we 

keep alive that spirit of excitement as if we were hearing those composers’ music for 

the first time?  - and perhaps even more importantly, how do we make our day to day 

orchestral music making as exciting as those occasional orchestras who seem to play 

with such energy and commitment? Abbado’s Lucerne Festival Orchestra, Barenboim’s 

West-Eastern Divan Orchestra and all those fine youth orchestras, not least the newly 

formed National Youth Orchestra of the United States which made such a triumphant 

debut at the BBC Proms this summer? 

 

To deal with these questions, and many more, we really are – or, if not, we need to be 

- all in this together. 

But why should we want to sustain this art form? Well I can't put it better than the way 

a TV reviewer wrote about a recent BBC programme in which a rap artist tried to 

interest young urban musicians in classical music. He said this:  "Classical music is the 

most endlessly rewarding and exhilarating phenomenon in the whole of human 

intellectual endeavour" - so the necessity for us to sustain it is clear. 

  

Music making is all about partnership – the relationship between the composer and the 

performer, the performer and the listener, the collective experience of the audience and 

the desire for all of us who love music to share our passions. 

So how have we ended up with so many dysfunctional relationships?   

• The disjunction between the critics and their readers. 
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• The all too often sorry tale of management and players playing out old-fashioned 

scripts of “them and us”. 

• The chasm between some composers and their audiences. 

These are, of course, all broad generalisations as there are many positive stories to tell 

but with the sad breakdown of relationships at the Minnesota Orchestra, the loss of 

New York City Opera and the recent and thankfully settled strike at Carnegie Hall, we 

need to ask the question “Is it not possible to share ideals and agree a set of common 

aims based around the sustaining of our musical world and not leap to simplistic views 

dominated by self-interest?” 

I am not looking to take sides in any of these debates. However these difficult situations 

affect us all. We do genuinely operate in a global environment. A conductor who one 

day says something controversial about his female counterparts cannot be surprised if 

word spreads about his remarks within minutes of his comments being made or 

published. Similarly, success in one area of our international musical world is good 

news for us all. But there is also the potential toxicity in bad news in our industry which 

can too quickly spread as well. 

At our summer festival, the BBC Proms, we usually only announce events that are taking 

place. Sadly, however, I can let you know that the first ever residency by an orchestra 

from the US will not now be happening at the Proms in 2015. We had planned for 

some years a Sibelius symphony cycle by Osmo Vanska and the Minnesota Orchestra 

and had held on to the plan through this last difficult year, only having to accept in the 

last fortnight, with Osmo’s tragic but understandable resignation, that it won’t happen. 

And the real loser in this sorry story is the audience. It is the audience for whom we all 

work as we are, after all, only the current keepers of the keys, in the privileged position 

of keeping classical music making alive and, more importantly, fitting it for purpose in 

the 21st century. 

 

I’ll come back a little later to some views about the challenging present day scene but 

for the moment let’s go back to harmonious times and the origins of the Royal 

Philharmonic Society. 
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It is fascinating to read the historian Leanne Langley in her recent British Library journal 

article on the first days of the RPS. 

She describes how in 1813 a small group of music professionals established the 

Philharmonic Society of London. Many had competed directly against each other in the 

heady commercial environment of late eighteenth-century London – setting up 

orchestras, promoting concerts, performing and publishing music, selling instruments, 

teaching. Their avowed aim in the new century, radical enough, was to collaborate 

rather than compete, creating one select organisation with an instrumental focus, self-

governing and self-financed, that would put love of music above individual gain. 

Even the group’s chosen name stressed devotion to a harmonious body, coining an 

English usage – phil-harmonic – that would later mean simply ‘orchestra’ the world 

over. At the start it was agreed that the Society’s chief vehicle should be a single series 

of eight concerts of the highest quality, mounted during the London season. By 

cooperation among their fee-paying members, they hoped to achieve not only exciting 

performances but, crucially, artistic continuity and a steady momentum for fine music 

that had been impossible before. One goal was to create and sustain a single expert 

London orchestra, presenting the best classical and modern repertory to discriminating 

subscribers on a regular basis. That goal was soon reached and long maintained. 

 

I suspect that, rather as we turn to Islamic Spain, as romantically typified by the 

Alhambra Palace, as a rose-tinted model of a contented multi-faith co-existence so, if 

we examine more deeply the machinations of 1813, we might find some personal 

interests at work. 

But, looking at those early Philharmonic Society years, now with the benefit of 

hindsight, we can see the intention to grow the musical world through a desire to work 

together and raise artistic standards and there is no better example of good decision 

making then than the commitment to pay Beethoven £50 for a new symphony. After a 

seven year wait the investment paid off and his Ninth Symphony was delivered. Has 

there indeed ever been £50 better spent? 

It was a noble beginning to a fine organisation and, as Langley goes on to write, 
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“ whatever the degree of continuity or change, the Society’s hazy founding has always 

taken second place to its distinguished achievement over two centuries, including its 

commissioning of new music, now an honour roll of remarkable works. Any other 

motivation behind the founding, perhaps linked to wider Regency politics or culture for 

example, would appear to be irrelevant.” 

We also have to note that, as the journalist Guy Dammann has recently reminded us, 

in many ways, “the Society was a self–consciously elitist organisation, but in others it 

was rigorously egalitarian and meritocratic, governed by its members. As a 

contemporary newspaper put it, “there was no hunting after titled patrons or 

subscribers; no weak subserviency to rank… They merged all claims of rank and 

precedence in one great object – the love of their art”. 

 

And that is what unites us all still today, isn't it? 

But times have changed. What is available to audiences now is an extraordinary 

richness and the circumstances in which we live and how we spend our time would 

have been unimaginable over 100 years ago let alone when the Society began its 

work. 

As a passenger in my car asked on a drive from Hamburg to Berlin when we were 

listening to a CD of the Brandenburg Concerti: 

"Do you think Bach would be more surprised by what we are looking at or what we 

are listening to?" 

The real challenge of our times in reaching audiences, attracting their attention and 

then maintaining their interest is the competition we face for their time. 

There is a busy-ness to our lives now and an awful availability which if we don't take 

control of it will wreck true and timely consideration of our decision making and our 

thought processes. More and more communication, I fear, and less and less to 

communicate. 

This is particularly true for the young these days. To my mind that is anyone under the 

age of half way through the number of Haydn Symphonies. When you look at the way 
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in which teenagers spend their time it doesn't take long to realise that we (the classical 

music providers) need to be where they are not expect them to come to us. 

A recent survey in the UK reported that teenagers consume nine hours of media in any 

six hour period. Perhaps this a terrifying statistic but it is also a real reminder of the 

multi-tasking environment that is the norm for young audiences. We ignore this real 

teenage world and the explosion of mobile phone and tablet consumption at our peril.  

How revealing it is to return to the early days of radio and read this, by contrast, from 

"Everybody's Guide to Broadcast Music,  published in 1925: 

"to expect any station of the BBC to provide a flow of entertainment, practically 

continuous from 3.30 in the afternoon to 11 at night, of such character as to interest, 

throughout, every member of the population of the British Isles who cares to take up the 

headphones, is to be sanguine beyond hope of realisation." 

  

And yet that is the expectation of many of our audiences now. There seems to be an 

ever increasing consumer demand to take control of leisure time and how we choose to 

spend it - and the possibility of instantaneous gratification offered to us by the hand 

held remote control or computer keyboard has perhaps made many reluctant to 

discover new things - preferring to go deeper in their already known interests - delving 

deep online or devouring DVD box sets for example - our subject interests provided for 

in greater and greater detail and volume. So ironically when so much is available to us 

much more easily than ever before we find ourselves turning to what we already know.  

Our view of the cultural landscape is therefore likely not to be developed, only to be 

reinforced. And only reinforced when we have seen that text, email or amusing 

YouTube clip sent in the last five minutes. Our sense of discovery is in danger of being 

replaced by a false sense of new experience - our kidding ourselves that we are 

engaged in some worthwhile cultural pursuit whilst witnessing a kitten falling off a 

piano or dog barking Rule Britannia. 

 

It is the fragmentation of the media and audiences which forces us - or should force us - 

to re-state some of the important principles by which our musical and wider cultural 
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world should be governed. They are for me - the support of live performance, new 

work and quality. Of course to measure quality is hard but we can't shy away from it - 

it is vital in every area of work we undertake. 

Along with those priorities of excellence, live and new work I would also like to add 

celebration as well. Indeed we have much in the world of music to celebrate. Although 

classical music may have issues to address there are huge reasons to be cheerful about 

our music world in general. However I fear that a regular default position when talking 

about classical music is one of defensiveness and often, even worse, apology. Our 

BBC arts editor Will Gompertz, when talking to a conference organised by the 

Association of British Orchestras, laid down a fantastic challenge for those involved in 

the orchestral scene to cheer up. He is right - we know the fantastic work being done, 

not least in outreach and learning and community activities and yet all we often hear 

about is the "problem" of classical music. Contemporary visual art didn't get to its 

prominent confident position in society by apologising. So let's start presenting with 

confidence and finding a new language to talk about music.  

Let's also please try and find a way to conquer the increasing problem of metadata for 

classical music. We live in a digital age. One key element of developing any digital 

proposition is that of underlying data which can allow accurate search facilities and 

help drive audiences to content. Classical music metadata is a minefield and we need 

to find practical consistent solutions to it soon before the problem becomes even more 

difficult to overcome. 

At BBC Radio 3 there is always a balance to be struck between keeping the core 

audience happy and trying to find new audiences. Crucially the core audience still has 

a strong personal connection with the station - in fact a proper and real sense of 

ownership of our programming. 

I remember one listener asking me to explain our apparent anti-Handel policy. Not a 

strategy of which I was aware - but what struck me was that an explanation was 

requested for a strong personal reason - "please explain this to me”, asked the listener 

“so I know where I stand". 
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It is that personal connection to the audience that I love about working at Radio 3 and 

the Proms. That sense of shared experience with like-minded people, passionate about 

music and the arts. 

Of course there are always those more challenging requests - one recently asked this: 

"I feel that there should be more programmes on Chomsky and Generative Grammar" 

Ah well… 

 

Because radio is often the background to people’s lives, there is resistance to change. 

We have recently revamped our weekend schedule at Radio 3 and so have been 

monitoring listener responses. I loved this.  "I have heard that you are making changes 

to Radio 3. I don't know what they are but I ask you to reverse them immediately". I 

loved this comment because of its  sense of ownership which any company will tell you 

is an enviable relationship to have with your customers.  

 

We live at a time when there is a more abundant wealth of compositional talent in the 

UK than at any other time in our history - and the quality of performing musicians 

worldwide is too often taken for granted. We are also fortunate indeed to have 

creative friends and colleagues in festivals, publishers, artists’ managements, venues 

and recording companies who continue to produce important work that help sustain 

these composers and performers. Partnership is vital - although partnership is 

sometimes, sadly, what large organisations do to you rather enjoy with you. 

Yesterday the BBC announced a series of initiatives, not least in music and the arts 

which have partnership at their heart. No doubt there will be some voices, 

uncomfortable with the notion of an ambitious BBC, who will already be seeking to 

limit the areas in which the organisation can operate. But many of these new ideas 

seem to me to be crucial to our addressing the changing needs of our audiences. 

Importantly they tackle our connection with audiences, how we take them further and 

offer them impartial, independent recommendation and services that they can use how 

and when they want.  
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Before I talk a little about those new proposals I thought I'd wind the clock back to 

2005 and to another Beethoven experience in which I was involved. It is a story worth 

telling as we can learn a lot from it now. 

I am proud to have been involved in what turns out to have been a seminal moment in 

classical music history. At least that is how that happy-go-lucky, doom-monger Norman 

Lebrecht, looking back on the project some years later, wrote about it. 

This passage begins in typically Lebrechtian upbeat and positive mood….  

  

“In 2005 the end was nigh. That summer in Aspen, Colorado, Warner’s chairman 

urged classical artists to join his internet-only label “to develop in a supportive lower 

risk environment”. If this didn’t mean quite the end of the record, the next sentence did 

“We are excited by the power of digital distribution now available to every potential 

artist”. But if distribution was now available to every potential artist, who needed big 

labels?  Peer to peer, musician to listener, was the new way for music to flow, by-

passing established channels. 

In a fluid environment, radio revived. Free to air and hot to trot", Lebrecht continues, 

"stations in Europe and the US stored their programmes online, enabling listeners to 

catch music they had missed and, on occasion, to download it. In May 2005 the BBC 

took a leap into the unknown. It put on a Beethoven cycle from Manchester on the web 

for a week. The orchestra was the BBC Philharmonic, paid for by every UK household, 

and the conductor Gianandrea Noseda. It was argued that licence fee payers had a 

right to own the music for free, and if others abroad took advantage, that could only 

enhance the prestige of the BBC and the British nation. 

At launch point there was no agreed assessment of likely interest.  A few thousand 

maybe, was the expectation. When the totals arrived, quiet reserve turned into frank 

astonishment at 1.4 million downloads in a fortnight. Many of the takers were classical 

first-timers, as shown by numbers who took symphonies one and two (150,000) as 

starter choices in preference to better known symphonies (Eroica for example 90,000). 

Even more encouragingly the freeloaders were spread across 26 different countries. 
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The largest contingents, two fifths of the total were in the USA and UK. But there were 

17,000 downloads in Vietnam, 15,000 in Thailand. There was, it appeared, an 

appetite for classical masterpieces in countries where the record industry, even in its 

heyday, never trod. 

The remnants of the record industry turned apoplectic, filing complaints in parliament 

and demanding a restraint on further downloads. “They are stealing our market”, said 

label chiefs, oblivious to their own latter day withdrawal from Beethoven. Helplessly the 

record industry watched public feet walking past racks of recorded music in high street 

shops and public fingers seeking out the live and unpredictable online. This was a 

seminal moment in mass behaviour - the last spin of the disc. In the following months, 

the collapse of Tower Records left many major cities without a classical outlet. Warner 

ended classical output and Sony sacked its classical president and much more of his 

division. The game was over: an art form had come to an end." 

 

Well, perhaps disappointingly for Norman, the recording industry is still in existence  - 

but of course, 8 years on, in a very changed form. As Universal Music's Costa 

Pilavachi said to me recently, the future is all about digital, whether downloading or 

streaming, and about creating fan loyalty.  

 

It seems like a good time to question again the current restrictions placed on the BBC's 

ability to give back to the audience which has paid for it a range of music and 

specially recorded performances in a way which creates positive market impact. I hope 

that at BBC Radio 3 we can engage with our governing body, the BBC Trust, in the 

next year and seek to change what now seems to be an out-of-date view about 

restricting our ability to offer limited but free classical music downloads. This is not to 

distort the market but rather to re-ignite the way in which BBC Radio 3 was the catalyst 

in producing such extraordinary positive market impact. As a result of this pilot project, 

Beethoven sales increased by hundreds of percent as the sales also were positively 

impacted by more recent special seasons run by the station featuring Bach, Mozart and 

Schubert. This is, to my mind, a model of public service broadcasting - a publicly 

funded broadcaster paid for by TV licence fee payers delivering unique content, 
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engaging the audience, encouraging it to seek out new experiences and then 

delivering it to the commercial market to take their interests further.  

(By the way, it may be news to you, as it was to me, that the description of public 

service broadcasting as embodied in the three pillars of entertaining, informing and 

educating a nation, are not actually the words of the founder of the BBC, Lord Reith, as 

I had always imagined.  

They are in fact the words of David Sarnoff, the American radio pioneer. He was 

writing in June 1922, some months before the creation of the then British Broadcasting 

Company. 

The line that Reith borrowed from Sarnoff is still there at the front of the BBC’s Royal 

Charter.) 

 

Our BBC audiences still expect to be entertained, informed and educated - they want to 

be taken further - not least in our classical music output.  

Classical music is not about relaxing - I tire of those messages and get exasperated by 

some colleagues in our world who seek to reduce it to nothing more than a warm bath 

- I was glad when Radio 3 was referred to, by contrast, as a power shower. Of course 

there are times when a warm bath is just what we need but to ignore the power of 

music to stimulate, energise, console and, yes, challenge and confuse us, is to deny its 

unique qualities - doing what words cannot express - and making our lives 

immeasurably more rich.  

Not long ago we asked our radio listeners to use five words to describe Radio 3. 

As ever they rose to the challenge in a hugely creative way. 

 “Too much bloody Elgar”, said one. 

 “Far too little Giuseppe Verdi” offered another. 

And another “More Ella, less daily Mozart” 
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(which just goes to show that lovers of Verdi and Ella Fitzgerald at least can count to 

five, unlike that mathematically challenged Elgar fan!) 

One of my favourites was 

“An umbrella in the rain” 

And strangest of all 

“Rectangular green ideas sleep furiously” 

The others were more straightforward. 

“Inspirational soundtrack to my life” 

“The British culture's classical beacon” 

“Intelligent music and speech station” 

 

When you present new ideas, there is almost always going to be criticism from 

longstanding supporters.  Whatever criticisms we face however, I am proud that the 

unique service offered by Radio 3 - in which, by the way, we are the most significant 

commissioner of new work in the world as well as more than 55% of our music output 

being live or specially recorded - I am proud that this programming is only possible 

through working together - with composers, performers, venues, festivals, orchestras, 

opera houses, record companies, etc - it's a long list. However change is hard  - but 

necessary. For example, I know that, like any powerful long established brand, the 

Metropolitan Opera has its critics, but what has been achieved there through its bold 

attempts to bring opera to new audiences, to deliver it to those not able to come to 

New York, and to experiment with new work and new productions - that strategy 

should be applauded.  

What is the alternative? What happens when you stay in the middle of the road? 

Eventually you get knocked over.  

Of course we all have our personal likes and dislikes but let's try and get over those 

and see the bigger picture.  
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The bigger picture sadly is what too many myopic commentators refuse to see - either 

because they simply miss the point by their blinkered view or have not really 

questioned what their role is in our world. 

But those who try to see the bigger picture realise what is at stake here and want to 

connect with audiences - and we have Einstein on our side. And that is always a help. 

He said  

   "anyone who has never made a mistake has never tried anything new". 

 

And we can call Proust as a second witness. His is a softer message but still one to 

which we must listen. 

"The real act of discovery consists not of finding new lands but in seeing with new 

eyes" 

  

One of the ways in which I interpret that is a reminder that context is all. How 

wonderful it is when masterpieces are revealed afresh to us through revelatory 

performances or fresh contexts. We should regard the mundane in performance or the 

dull programme as our enemy. 

And whilst I am on the subject of those critics who have missed the point of what 

organisations are trying to do, could they please take a fresh look at their own 

existence and see how valuable they could be in providing context and engaging on a 

mission to explain, not a narrow exposition on their particular taste read by an ever 

dwindling number? Why does Alex Ross's writing make such an impact? Not least 

because it broadly provides context and seeks to engage the audience - Alex is not 

without his points of view but understands and explains the world in which we live and 

above everything else delivers a real sense of how valuable and precious the best 

classical music really is.  

As I have said, we need to find a new common language in which we can talk about 

music without resort to code and lazy terminology. 
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And I am sorry but I can't resist saying it...... I do think that critics who are paid to 

attend concerts should stay for the whole experience, (including encores) and ideally 

not sleep during them. Or at least own up if they do. 

We are all in this together - critics included - and they have an important part to play - 

previewing perhaps rather than reviewing - and knowing their place in a thankfully 

increasingly democratised public comment arena.   

In a saturated market with so much available we need trusted guides more than ever - 

or, perhaps, a more contemporary description, knowledgeable friends. 

 

As the Beethoven Experience proved, Radio 3 led the way in new technology and so 

we need to continue to offer our work in different ways to reach new audiences. If you 

like, fine old wine in new bottles. 

How fortunate we are in the UK to have a Musicians' Union which recognises the need 

for change and which is ready to engage in a dialogue where it feels as if we are 

sitting at the same round table, trying to achieved shared aims. The starting point for 

our conversations is how to sustain our orchestral provision with tough financial 

challenges. Of course there can be mind-numbing moments of frustrating negotiation - 

for both sides I am sure - but without that forward looking collegial approach of the 

union we would not have secured a ground breaking agreement for the five BBC 

orchestras which has helped them grow artistically over the last fifteen years and 

secured their place at the heart of the BBC's classical music provision. I wonder how 

different the scene here might look with a radical or at least more mindful approach to 

negotiation rather than the tired formulas of labour negotiation. 

 

For any organisation to stand still is life threatening - the BBC is no exception. Now a 

multi-media global broadcaster the BBC needs to be in touch with its audience and 

develop new ways to deliver its content and find new means to continue its mission to 

make the good popular and the popular good. Hence this week's announcements - 

initiatives from which our classical music audiences will benefit.  
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There will be, for example, the most developed digital delivery of the BBC Proms ever 

next year - there are already around 30 Proms televised and they are all available live 

on radio and streamed online but now we look forward to an expanded digital offer 

with more clips, more context and more interaction. 

 

A new initiative called the BBC Playlister will allow audiences to tag any piece of music 

they hear on the BBC and listen to it later. We're working with streaming services - like 

Spotify, YouTube and Deezer - so that you can keep all your favourite music in one 

place, enjoy it across whatever devices you're using, wherever you are and, we hope, 

help you discover and share new music.  This, by the way, is a good example of why 

good clean classical music data is so essential. Recommendation from radio presenters 

and other artists in our world will also be an essential part of this service to expand the 

knowledge of the audience. Knowledgeable friends indeed. 

 

And we will re-launch The Space, a pioneering online partnership with Arts Council 

England, where we'll work with artists and performers from all creative industries and 

art forms to commission new kinds of digital art and digital performance, and to find 

the next generation of talent. And I'm delighted that a wide range of arts organisations 

- large and small, in London and around the UK  - are ready to work with the BBC on 

new commissions, like the British Library and the Tate. 

 

The BBC broadcasts a huge amount of music across radio and television. But our new 

Director General Tony Hall now wants BBC Music to be a brand that stands proudly 

alongside BBC News and BBC Sport. 

We'll be working with the industry to develop a new BBC Music Awards. We run an 

array of new musical talent schemes - like BBC Young Musician of the Year or Radio 

3's New Generation Artists and we'll now develop these talent initiatives into 
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something bigger and more bold. And we'll launch a UK-wide initiative to inspire 

school children with classical music, using our BBC orchestras to bring the music to life.  

 

In other words, this is a real commitment to music from a broadcaster that is having to 

make hard choices about its future but sees the value of music in bringing audiences 

together. 

 

That was the root of the decision in 1927 for the BBC to take over the running of the 

Henry Wood Promenade Concerts which the conductor had helped to found in 1895. 

118 years on from those first Proms, the vision remains the same - to bring high quality 

classical music to the largest possible audience - and it does that for two months every 

summer. The Proms festival is in excellent health. Huge audiences in the hall - and 

almost 16 million in the UK alone watched them on TV, let alone the audiences 

worldwide (not least here in the US) who hear the radio broadcasts. The Proms can tell 

us something about continuity and change and the need for flexibility. 

It is worth bearing in mind, for example, what simply looking at its programming 

history – (as you can now see online with its fascinating archive) - what its history tells 

us about change. 

Take Beethoven 9 - performed in a special way, with only exception, in the first thirty 

two years of the Proms - astonishingly to us now it was performed without the last 

movement. Except in 1902 when a donor agreed to pay for the choir and soloists, not 

least to put on a performance of Elgar's Coronation Ode in the same evening.  

Unthinkable now but this is less than 100 years ago. Since then, the explosion of 

technology and the fact that this festival is funded and run by a broadcaster has 

allowed the Proms to reach new global audiences in their tens of millions. And the 

certainty of funding from the BBC, with no sponsorship or advertising allows us to plan 

long term as well as continue a substantial volume of new work and commissions. The 

Proms is so much more than its famous Last Night but that concert plays its part in 

keeping the Proms brand alive and well for a broad audience. 
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The BBC's funding helps keep the artistic ambition high and the ticket prices low - the 

more than a thousand standing places are still only £5 so this year's bargain was a 

Ring cycle conducted by Daniel Barenboim for £20. No wonder the demographic of 

the audience is so broad and that we can build audiences for new and unfamiliar 

repertoire through trust and respect for our programming. 

It is impossible to compare the BBC Proms with any other events. The Royal Albert Hall 

where they take place is a unique building and the Proms history gives them a unique 

position in our world. But I do wish that the sense of festival experience - not least 

festival programming which juxtaposes the new and less familiar with the great 

established works and tries new concepts for programming - I do wish that we saw that 

more often in other venues and organisations around the world. I also wish that there 

was more dialogue about programming and more challenges to performers and 

ensembles to make their programmes more interesting. It takes confidence and 

knowledge but the artistic rewards are rich indeed for audiences and they help to build 

enquiring minds. “Spring for Music” here in New York is a great example of such a 

festival spirit.  

 

BBC Radio 3 and the BBC Proms will also focus on one other area next year that I will 

mention finally now. That is the developing global classical music world. Earlier this 

year in its awards, the RPS rightly recognised invaluable work being developed in 

Afghanistan, the Congo and South Africa. These stories are too little heard. The 

initiative to develop links between the New York Philharmonic and Shanghai is a 

fascinating one and deserves much success. As Mathew van Biesen from the orchestra 

has rightly pointed out: 

"Embracing these opportunities means being willing to evolve, challenge historical 

notions of who we are, what we do, how and where we do it, and with whom - that is 

not just about programming, it’s about being willing to expand the very definition of 

who we are and what we can be (performers, educators, curators, collaborators and 

ambassadors)." Well said indeed. 

We know broadly of the developing market in China for classical music and the 

extraordinary initiatives in Venezuela and Brazil to build communities and to give hope 
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to young people through the power of music but we know little of so much else. The 

development of the Middle East - orchestras in Qatar and Oman - and elsewhere - 

Isanbul, Iceland and Lapland and flourishing new radio stations all building new 

classical music audiences.  

 

These international stories need telling as part of our classical music messages - no 

more apologies, no more defensiveness, nothing about elitism - Beethoven 9 isn't elitist 

and the ticket prices to hear it are usually less than a premier league soccer match in 

the UK. 

I am not going to predict the future of classical music. 

Nine years ago Bill Gates said that the problems of spam will be solved by 2006, so 

the danger of my making any predictions is obvious. 

 

I can though sum up with a few reminders of what I regard to be some necessary steps 

in securing a brilliant future for classical music: 

  

Understand our audiences and lead rather than follow them. 

Artistic leadership and excellence are what should drive our world - board leadership 

and executive managements are there to support and help deliver it. 

Never forget that live music making should be at the top of our world. 

Let's never lose our curiosity in the music itself and in leading audiences on a journey 

of discovery. 

Let's lead with mindfulness  

Let's train our audiences to listen 

Let's be flexible about what we do and with flexibility comes the challenging of the way 

we work.  
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(Somerset Maugham was right when he wrote that tradition should be our guide not 

our jailer.) 

And let's present with confidence and be ready to reinvent to fit ourselves for ever 

changing times. 

  

One BBC Proms audience member just wrote to me as follows: 

“So the BBC Proms festival is not just an organisational triumph but an humanitarian 

happening like nothing else in London or beyond. All done by music.” 

   

That is indeed the power of music – to make an impact as a collective experience as 

well as play powerfully on our individual emotions. 

I congratulate the Royal Philharmonic Society on its bicentenary and I commend it not 

just for commissioning Beethoven but for all its work throughout the last 200 years. I 

also give thanks for its development to meet new needs and respond to changing 

climates and for its current model of partnerships. 

It is that type of reinvention - and that sense of reinvigorating original ideals and visions 

which is so thrilling and now so necessary – the need for ever more working together 

and to remain flexible whilst pursuing excellence. 

If we fully embrace the idea of trying to sustain classical music together that will help 

audiences in 200 years from now, continue to celebrate amongst others, the genius of 

Beethoven – and, with any luck, in doing so, not cough. 

 

 

 

Find out more about the Royal Philharmonic Society at rps200.org 
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