
On the 29th of May 2009, four speakers met 
at the University Theatre in Amsterdam for a 
public discussion to explore how new music 
can reach a broader audience. Michael Fahres 
is a critically acclaimed composer of new music 
and has worked as an editor and producer for 
NPS radio. Hans Abbing is a visual artist, econ-
omist, and part-time professor of art sociology 
and has recently published a provocative book, 
Van hoge naar nieuwe kunst (‘From High to 
New Art’).1 Sander van Maas holds a professor-
ship in contemporary Dutch composed music 
at Utrecht University, and Henk Heuvelmans is 
the head of the contemporary and classical de-
partment of Muziek Centrum Nederland. 
Four speakers, four different disciplines, four 
different points of view. Is it possible to explore 
the space in-between each discipline? If so, 
shouldn’t it help to develop critically the issues 
raised? And what happens when you throw an 
active audience from a myriad of different dis-
ciplines into the mix?  
In reaching a broader audience, we must not 
loose sight of the integrity of the music com-
posed: supporting so-called ‘art-for-art’s-sake’ 
is, I believe, a responsibility if art is to progress 
into uncharted territory, if it is to evolve as a 
cultural practice. But when we buy a CD or 
concert ticket, are we not buying a commodity? 
Which should be prioritized: the commodity or 
the art object? The answer should of course be 
simple, but economics is a factor that cannot 
be shrugged off so easily. After all, composers 
need to eat.
Michael Fahres opened the discussion by ar-
guing against the prioritization of economic 
interests. The radio industry ought to take re-
sponsibility for promoting new music, an in-
terest that has become increasingly sidelined by 
the shift towards bureaucracy in contemporary 
radio production. The number of specialist 
shows for new music has decreased each decade 
for the past thirty years at NPS, although there 

is little evidence that the number of listeners of 
new music has decreased as well. It would seem 
that the Dutch radio industry, which holds lis-
tenership as programming’s primary influence, 
can block access to composers of new music to 
the public they so desperately need. Institutions 
such as the national radio ought to take the ini-
tiative to encourage and develop the platforms 
available for composers of new music to reach 
a national audience.
Fahres suggested that national radio stations 
ought not to prioritize listenership, economic 
gain, over the integrity of new music composed. 
In my opinion, this is a matter-of-fact point of 
view, but one which is likely to come under fire 
by advocates of the ‘majority vs. minority’ pre-
occupation with broader public favour against 
progressive musical development. Commer-
cial success does not necessarily denote musi-
cal integrity; I would add that musical ‘fads’ or 
‘trends’ are, in effect, testament to this. And yet, 
yesterday’s new music seems to have stood the 
test of time, insofar as it marked a cornerstone 
in music’s artistic development. From his ex-
perience, Fahres posited that the only option 
available to composers of new music to reach 
their audience is to sacrifice the integrity of the 
artwork they produce, creating what is expected 
rather than what they believe to be needed.
Hans Abbing drew the focus of the discussion 
towards location. Iconic locations such as the 
Concertgebouw or even the Muziekgebouw aan 
‘t IJ in Amsterdam promote modes of behaviour 
and codes of conduct which seem exclusive or 
unfavourable to social groups not familiar, or 
uncomfortable with those codes. There are val-
uable lessons to be learned from popular music 
concerts: forging a sense of community based 
on acceptance rather than rejection or even 
snobbishness. Young people today are a differ-
ent breed to those of the 1950s and yet similar 
codes of conduct in these venues are expected. 
Using images as a visual aid, Abbing indicated 
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a clear correlation between the environments 
in which young people are raised and the en-
vironments in which they choose to socialise or 
listen to music later in life. I understood this 
as boiling down to a question of discipline. 
Young people today live in a considerably more 
liberal society than that of the 1950s and be-
fore. This will impinge on how they choose 
to move and interact with others in any given 
space. Being confined to plush, upholstered 
seats, being made to sit in a particular way with 
their eyes transfixed on the musicians onstage 
(reminiscent of the Concertgebouw, or many 
other traditional concert halls all over Europe 
and America); all these facets can, Abbing sug-
gested, act as a deterrent for young individuals 
of today to attend classical concerts at tradi-
tional venues. If venues were to take this into 
consideration, if they were to adapt to a differ-
ent generation, then young people in particular 
might well be encouraged to pay the price of 
a concert ticket (a price which also encourages 
its own exclusivity). Wouldn’t adapting to a 
contemporary public be of economic interest 
to those venues? And wouldn’t this be of inter-
est to contemporary composers who want their 
music to be heard not just by specialists but by 
a broader audience? Some would argue that the 
Muziekgebouw aan ’t IJ was just such an at-
tempt to form a new venue for a new day and 
age, but to claim that this building is at all wel-
coming is a little dubious: interesting, yes, but 
there remain the same old norms and customs, 
the same ways of behaving in the space, which 
many, especially the young, still find disagree-
able. Abbing asks us to remember that there is 
no one way to listen: it shouldn’t matter what 
I wear, how I sit, what I choose to eat or not 
eat, drink or not drink in a venue. What should 
matter is the music.
‘Reaching a broader audience’ can work to di-
minish the integrity of new music composition. 
This is the stance taken by Sander van Maas. 
Where is the freethinking individual, the pure 
listener, placed in relation to the music listened 
to?  Does such a listener even exist? Is the ‘con-
temporary’ art-lover really all that interested 
in contemporary music or nostalgically long-
ing for yesterday’s avant-garde? The key thing 
to take into account is the way in which we are 
orientated towards new music. New music, if 
it is truly ‘new’ (a point to which I will return), 
will inevitably be alien to the contemporary 

listener. The patron of today may not want to 
spend their 30 euros on a new music concert, 
but for the listener of tomorrow this is a dif-
ferent thing. 
This point seems to echo that of Fahres in 
many respects. If a composer is to compose 
with a particular audience in mind, if the com-
poser is to compose in order to appeal, to bow 
to the whim of public desire, to compose in 
order to avoid alienation, then music composi-
tion may never be truly progressive. It may well 
be that estrangement is a facet of (some) new 
music. The general public may be put off by 
what is not immediately palatable. But that is 
not to say that it will continue to be alienating. 
Great art must occasionally be disavowed by a 
public once it enters the public sphere for the 
first time, but with time its status might come 
to be acknowledged as ‘ground breaking’. Yes, 
new music composition must be encouraged, 
and yes, for the moment, there may not be a 
‘broad audience’; but that is not to say there 
never will be. Music first, audience second: the 
former will produce the latter, maybe not today 
and maybe not tomorrow. But this should not 
concern us now. 
With this in mind, where do we place the con-
temporary composer and how does he make 
a living? Enter Henk Heuvelmans. With his 
experiences as organizer of the International 
Gaudeamus Music Week, Heuvelmans offered 
a first-hand account of how new-music organi-
sations can provide a platform for young com-
posers – not only to reach a broad audience, but 
also to gain access to a career. This provides an 
opportunity to elaborate on what a ‘broad au-
dience’ might be: the International Gaudeamus 
Music Week draws people from all ages and 
disciplines and, more recently, from different 
countries. In contrast to other festivals or con-
cert series, this event attracts a young audience. 
In fact, the young are its primary constituency. 
Why? One reason treads similar ground to both 
Abbing and Fahres: a strong identity is formed 
in which the public can feel comfortable, in 
which they can feel a sense of belonging. 
Situated in the midst of the International Gau-
deamus Music Week is ‘The Night of the Un-
expected’: a platform for composers of new 
music to reach an open-minded audience. The 
listeners are free to walk, to drink, to wonder 
and wander, and, most importantly, to orien-
tate themselves how they deem appropriate in 
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regard to what they listen to. A new audience is 
partly attracted by ‘the event’, an event with a 
different identity to the norm, an identity that 
becomes an attraction beyond just a curiosity, 
though that plays an important role. The Night 
of the Unexpected, as Heuvelmans put it, offers 
a ‘social context’, which many find more appeal-
ing, more welcoming, than the pomp and cir-
cumstance of, for example, the Concertgebouw. 
The fact this audience exists confirms Fahres’s 
appeal for national radio stations to stop worry-
ing so much about listenership: the listenership 
is out there, all that’s needed is an identity and 
a push from the managers wielding the power 
to promote new music programmes. Utilizing 
a strong artistic profile can work to promote a 
platform, firstly in attracting a broad audience 
base and secondly in encouraging composers of 
new music to write with progression in mind, 
to compose what they believe is necessary and 
not just what they believe will sell tickets.
Four speakers, four different disciplines, four 
different points of view. But this was also a pub-
lic discussion and it is to the pubic that I now 
turn. After each speech a fellow participant of-
fered a formal response to encourage dialogue, 
to integrate different points of view, and to 
promote collaboration. The points raised by 
each participant were not closed, because the 
structure of the discussion was designed to en-
courage integration and development, and the 
public played a key role in achieving this. The 
questions raised were not just to oppose a point 
of view, but to develop it. With issues as perti-
nent as those raised by ‘New Music – New Au-
dience’, there can be no hope of resolving those 
issues in a fifteen-minute speech. In fact, they 
cannot possibly be resolved in the two-and-a-
half-hour time span of the event. But by en-
couraging interaction, we can hope to progress, 
to develop, and to broaden our understanding 
of how new music can reach a broader audi-
ence (if that is even necessary at present). 
For the time being I want to draw on one ques-
tion raised by a young audience member: ‘what 
do you mean by “new” music’? This ques-
tion was later directed to myself and I had to 
pause for thought. It was not so much that I 
had overlooked what this word means; rather, 
it carries within it infinite possibilities, which 
makes a pure definition virtually impossible. 
‘New’ music is an empty husk, a shell, which 
can be filled by just about anything. Of course, 

we must take into account genre, style, form, 
etc., but we must not limit ourselves to what 
describes new music. To recall the International 
Gaudeamus Music Week, new music is the ‘un-
expected’. Yes, it is dependent on what has been 
before: for something to be new it must diverge 
from what has already been, whether that en-
tails building on or deconstructing past com-
position. In this sense, it is impossible to define 
new music outside of the unexpected, outside 
of the unknown. 
By necessity, the ‘ideal listener’ of new music 
must be one with an open mind (or perhaps I 
mean the ideal consumer). I believe we all have 
an open mind, but sometimes history is re-
quired to activate it. We are all potentially ‘ideal 
listeners’. For someone to claim outright that ‘I 
despise new music’ fails to grasp the possibil-
ity of what new music is or can be. Not all new 
music is as exclusive as Cage or Stockhausen: 
this was yesterday’s avant-garde. Taste is inevi-
tably personal but to ‘despise’ new music is to 
despise the unknown and how can you despise 
what you are not yet familiar with? Once new 
music drops its reputation as ‘alienating’ or 
‘pretentious’ then an audience might be drawn 
by its very unpredictability.
So how can new music reach a broader audi-
ence? This was the broad question posed at the 
beginning of the discussion. As I mentioned 
previously, this is not a question that can be 
answered in two-and-a-half hours, or in this 
brief report, but we can develop a means of ap-
proaching it. It is all too easy for those in power, 
for radio stations, concert halls, festival organ-
isers etc. to shrug off new music as economi-
cally unstable, but this is a counter-productive 
and, in my mind, reductionist stance to take. 
New music has an audience. Whether that is 
an audience of today or tomorrow is of course 
unknown, but its potential is infinitely broad. 
What is needed are attempts to nurture plat-
forms for reaching an audience, efforts that do 
not damage the integrity of what is composed. 
Perhaps a definitive identity is required; an 
identity which welcomes and doesn’t exclude; 
an identity in which an audience can feel a 
sense of belonging and say ‘this is me’. Perhaps 
the media needs to accept that an audience for 
new music exists. In so doing, they will surely 
come to understand the importance of their 
role in attracting an audience, in promoting 
new music. Perhaps venues need to take into 
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consideration not only programming, but am-
biance, convention, and how they can appeal.
In all this we must not loose sight of the integ-
rity of what new music is. We must not loose 
sight of progression, ingenuity, originality. And 
if new music is progressive, then the means used 
to reach a broader audience must also be pro-
gressive. We must adapt. Perhaps a broad audi-
ence for new music cannot be reached today, 
but we must not loose sight of the importance 
of economics in ensuring the development 
of new music. In short, we must learn how to 
bridge ideals with realistic implementation. 
And in doing so, we must prepare ourselves for 
significant change.
‘New Music – New Audience’ never set out to 
be a closed event: it never set out to offer de-
finitive answers. There was no one end in sight, 
but a series of ends, a series of ideas, a series 
of criticisms, observations, and proposals.2  To 
conclude, I would like to quote a point made 
by Sander van Maas, which, for me, embraced 
the aims of the event: ‘And even if we, sitting 
behind this table, are not in charge of the budg-
ets, not presiding over concert venues, not in 
charge over culture politics and, hence, have 
no power whatsoever to change whatsoever, we 
can in fact transform this impossibility into a 
starting point for possibility’.

(Adam Alston is currently finishing a Masters in 
International Performance Research and works 
as Visiting Lecturer at the University of Warwick. 
He was organiser and curator of ‘New Music – 
New Audience’.)

2 For more discussion, see the blog at http://www.newmusic-newaudience.blogspot.com/. All contributions 

are welcomed.
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