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1

Introduction

Figure 1.1: philharmonie zuidnederland plays Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony during iClassics Music & 
Technology at Strijp S, Eindhoven on 17 November 2017. Photograph by Jean-Pierre Geusens.

1.1 Participating in Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony twice

Eindhoven, November 2017. In the old factory hall of Strijp S, Eindhoven, 
we are invited to step onto vertical iron beds, placing our feet on a narrow 
step, and lean in. ‘We’ are the audience members attending tonight’s 
philharmonie zuidnederland (South Netherlands Philharmonic) concert. 
While the orchestra is playing Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony at the other 
end of the space, I follow the instructions of one of the guides and lean 
against the thick steel of one of the beds. My guide gestures that I should 
close my eyes and put my headphones on. As soon as I do that, the bed 
starts tilting backwards. My weight shifts from my feet, and the more the 
bed tilts, the more I notice the vibrations caused by the music performed in 
the same space. It feels odd, a little awkward, but as I let go of my own 
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Figure 1.2: Pynarello performs Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony at the Uilenburgersjoel, Amsterdam on 17 
May 2019. Photograph by Foppe Schut.

discomfort, I recognise a joyous sense of curiosity in myself. What am I 
experiencing? I feel the low tones of the double basses in my lower back; 
higher notes are situated in my spine. The sounds of the orchestra’s 
performance of Beethoven’s music, the distorted soundscape I hear through 
the headphones, and the vibrations merge in my body. 

Amsterdam, May 2019. Wherever I look, I see a chaotic mix of audience 
members (who are, like me, sitting down) and musicians (standing up). I 
am listening to a performance of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony by 
Pynarello in the Uilenburgersjoel, a synagogue turned cultural centre in the 
centre of Amsterdam. The musicians around me play without conductor 
and without sheet music, and I notice how I can see how they share looks, 
nod and communicate – among each other, but also with me. Right in front 
of me, a cellist is diligently tapping her right foot as her fingers move over 
her cello’s neck. The distance between us cannot be more than a metre. She 
sees me, and we smile at each other. Then she looks up, making eye contact 
with the bassoonist to my right. They lock eyes for a moment, and when 
the cellist looks away, the bassoonist takes a deep breath and plays again. 
The voices of their instruments respond to each other and then merge into 
the first movement that they are playing, already for the second time. I hear 
melodies that I recognise by now, and at the same time, I hear the tapping 
foot, the bassoonist’s breath running through her instrument, and the 
metal sound of the keys of the flute behind me.

These two vignettes describe performances of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony that 
deviate from what I picture when I imagine a concert of a symphony orchestra. 
Why was I taken by surprise by the performances? These two stories are so 
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remarkable because they are performances of a Beethoven symphony. Many people 
have clear ideas of what a performance of Beethoven’s music is like – I had a clue 
what to expect even before I had ever been to a classical concert myself.1 Sociologist 
Christopher Small ethnographically describes how he, as an audience member, 
arrives at a symphonic concert and immediately knows what to do (1998: 65–66). 
If I were to visit a concert as an audience member, I would probably arrive at the 
concert hall, hang my coat in the wardrobe, potentially have a coffee in the foyer, 
and then move to my allotted chair. There is a clear separation between me and 
the uniformly dressed musicians on stage, even though we are collectively waiting 
for the concert to begin. During the concert itself, I know that I am not meant to 
wander around, let alone to enter the stage on which the musicians are seated. Just 
like all the other audience members, I am not to leave my chair during the concert, 
and I am only to get up once the performance is over and I really liked it – to give 
a standing ovation. Audience members during symphonic concerts are to listen in 
silence, concentrate on what happens onstage and engage with a musical work, 
such as Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, that is being played as a whole.  
  When we attend a symphonic concert, ‘we do not only listen to music from 
the past, we participate in a ritual that has a history’ (Peters, 2019: 7). The way in 
which audiences participate in symphonic concerts became established over the 
past two and a half centuries and consists of an intertwined whole of aesthetic and 
social norms, such as attentive listening, and material infrastructures like concert 
halls (Thompson, 2004; Bonds, 2006; Cressman, 2016). The emergence of these 
norms is deeply entangled with the history of the symphony orchestra as an 
institution. The symphony orchestra is the largest and most expensive musical 
apparatus in the world of Western art music, often called classical music. It emerged 
in the eighteenth century and developed into the organisations as we know them 
today in many Western countries over the course of the nineteenth century (Spitzer 
& Zaslaw, 2004). Even though symphony orchestras also play newly composed 
repertoire or music from before 1750, they became thought of as institutions that 
perform a canon of musical works composed between the mid-eighteenth and the 
early twentieth century – as such, orchestras increasingly appear as museums of 
a musical past, with the task to preserve these ‘musical works’ (Goehr, 2007; 
Burkholder, 2006).  
  Philosopher Lydia Goehr analysed how the concept of ‘musical works’, 
which she refers to as the ‘work-concept’, has regulated the everyday practices of 
symphony orchestras since 1800. She showed how orchestral practices started to 
adhere to the aesthetic ideal of timeless musical works of art and how this meant 

1 The fact that I had an idea what a symphonic concert would look like has to do with the particular time, place, 
and context in which I was brought up. The symphony orchestra, as biggest institution in classical music, has 
often been seen as a symbol of Western cultural development (Ramnarine, 2018; Herman, 2020). Having grown 
up in the Netherlands, I learnt about classical music at school, even if only superficially. Importantly, this research 
focusses on symphonic music not because I consider it more important than other music, but because its distinct 
history and cultural embedding have resulted in a practice with its own idiosyncratic norms and routines that 
have recently been questioned.
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that composers were to write complex masterpieces, musicians had to be technically 
skilled to perform the composed musical works authentically, and audience 
members were to attentively and contemplatively listen to the musical works as 
art (2007; also see Peters, 2019: 7–9; also see Bonds, 1997; 2006). The particular 
history of the symphony orchestra and its idiosyncratic rituals, which became 
established over time, still inform how we take part in symphonic concerts 
today.   
  The two vignettes focus on concerts in which symphony orchestras are 
breaking with these rituals. The orchestras invited me, as an audience member, to 
come and listen in new ways. They illustrate the central theme of this dissertation: 
the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music. The first concert, 
Music & Technology, was part of philharmonie zuidnederland’s i-Classics 
(‘innovative classics’) series. In this series, the orchestra sought to experiment with 
its traditional ways of performing, and moreover, it attempted to change the ways 
in which the audience participated in its concerts. During this concert, the orchestra 
did so by moving out of the concert hall and using all kinds of technologies – 
headphones, metal beds, a soundscape – that enabled audience members to engage 
with and listen to the performed music differently. The second concert was a 
performance by the experimental collective Pynarello. In its projects, the collective 
aims to intensify its contact with the audience during concerts – not by adding 
things, but by undoing concert conventions such as playing from a score, having 
a conductor, and separating audience and performers. They too ‘perform’ their 
audience in a new way: undoing conventions changes the listening experience, 
which allows for a different encounter with the music than does a traditional 
performance of the same symphony.  
 These two orchestras are not the only ones experimenting with new concert 
formats today. Increasingly, symphony orchestras are organising concerts in which 
they innovate with audience participation; for example, by experimenting with 
crossovers and collaborations with other art genres, by using apps, visuals, or 
virtual reality, by moving into neighbourhoods to work with local amateur 
collectives, or by developing interactive education projects (for more examples, see 
Idema, 2012; Topgaard, 2014; Hamel, 2016; Tröndle, 2020). With these concerts, 
orchestras not only aim to attract new audiences but also to give members of the 
audience new roles. In the Dutch symphonic music landscape, which is the context 
I focus on in this dissertation, orchestras offer such innovative concerts as part of 
their regular concert programme or as outreach and educational activities. But 
why? Whoever takes that question seriously, runs into all kinds of entangled issues: 
the importance of classical music, the ways in which symphony orchestras are or 
should be societally relevant in the twenty-first century, the responsibilities cultural 
institutions like orchestras (are thought to) have. The question why symphony 
orchestras are innovating audience participation opens a door to wider reflections 
on the value of symphonic music today.
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1.2 The innovation of audience participation in symphonic music

For some time now, the world of classical music is understood to be in crisis, and 
the relevance of the symphony orchestra, as institution typical of this world, has 
increasingly been questioned in political as well as art theoretical debates (Johnson, 
2011; Kramer, 2007; Herman, 2020; Raad voor Cultuur, 2010; 2014). In cultural 
policy advices, reports, and analyses, the narratives of this crisis have focussed on 
the role of the audience and are often connected to the societal relevance of the 
orchestra as an institution. It is argued that symphony orchestras are facing 
challenges: the number of visits is stagnating, and audiences are ageing (Raad voor 
Cultuur, 2014; Gembris & Menze, 2020). Both in the Dutch context and 
internationally, however, scholars have critically questioned whether there are 
radical decreases in audience numbers and have argued that defining (the lack of) 
audience participation as a problem is mostly a way for governments to legitimise 
their financial involvement (Van Eijck & Bisschop Boele, 2018; Stevenson et al., 
2015; Virolainen, 2016). Research by Statistics Netherlands (CBS) shows that, in 
2018, the visits to classical music concerts actually increased by 5 per cent in the 
Netherlands (CBS, 2019).2   
  Regardless, in political discussions on the value of symphonic music since 
the early 2000s, these narratives of crisis have been prominent. In the Netherlands, 
the ways in which audience members traditionally participate in symphonic 
concerts, as silent and attentive listeners, is diagnosed as part of the problem in 
these debates. It is suggested that this way of participating may no longer fit with 
how people want to engage with the arts and that orchestras need to innovate the 
ways in which they perform to engage new audiences (Raad voor Cultuur, 2009; 
2014). The problematisation of audience participation both quantitively (who and 
how many of them participate?) and qualitatively (in which ways do they 
participate?) has been used in cultural policy discourse to question the societal 
value of symphony orchestras, and this has had an impact on the practices of 
contemporary symphony orchestras. In the Netherlands, most professional 
symphony orchestras are subsidised by the national government, and these 
subsidies increasingly came with the condition that orchestras had to actively relate 
to the presumed changing demographic of their audience and make efforts to reach 
new audiences.   
  Influenced by policy measures and budget cuts resulting from the changed 
evaluation of their status and relevance, Dutch symphony orchestras today thus 
question the ways symphonic music can and should be performed to diversify and 

2 Measuring audience participation has been argued to be limited: the Sociaal Cultureel Planbureau (the Netherlands 
Institute for Social Research) has shown that it is ambiguous where and which classical music concerts exactly take 
place – many amateur concerts are, for instance, not taken into account (Van den Broek, 2013: 18). Others have 
pointed out that the comparison with audience participation rates of the past may not be fair, because cultural 
activities have become much more diverse (Van Eijck & Bisschop Boele, 2018). Throughout this dissertation, 
I am not interested in proving right or wrong the claim that audience numbers are stagnating and audiences 
ageing. Rather, I analyse how such problematisations of audience participation in symphonic music has become 
an incentive for orchestras to innovate in audience participation.
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extend the audience that they reach. As Peter Peters phrased it: ‘In response to 
narratives of endings, we see new beginnings’ (2019: 11). Against the backdrop of 
political debates, every Dutch symphony orchestra is working hard on its ‘new 
beginnings’. New political conditions and discourses on audience participation have 
been picked up by orchestras and have shaped and become part of their everyday 
practices.3 Orchestras have begun to organise projects, such as the two Beethoven 
concerts I opened this chapter with, that aim not only to attract new audiences but 
also to give audience members new roles. Orchestras are experimenting with ways 
to make their concerts work better in today’s society. The problems that have been 
defined over the past twenty years in cultural political discourse, the measures 
taken, and the funding available have helped to shape what orchestral practice 
looks like today and how the activities that orchestras organise are evaluated and 
valued. However, when organising innovative concerts, symphony orchestras do 
not solely relate to the problem definitions that are put forward in cultural policy; 
they also relate to their own aesthetic quality standards and rituals. Experiments 
cannot be taken up lightly.  
 Innovative audience participation projects often challenge the ritualised 
practice of the symphony concert, with its strict roles and expectations for audiences 
and musicians alike. The fact that we have such clear ideas of how a Beethoven 
symphony should be performed is not arbitrary, but inseparable from aesthetic 
ideals that structure how we have thought about the value of symphonic music 
since the nineteenth century (Goehr, 2007). As I will unravel in more detail in 
Chapter 2, in line with idealist aesthetics, musical works, such as Beethoven’s 
Fourth Symphony, came to be understood as autonomous works of art, and the 
symphony orchestra as an organisation whose main aim it was to provide 
aesthetically ‘good’ performances of these musical works (Bonds, 1997). To be able 
to carry out this task well, art became understood as an autonomous sphere in 
society: its autonomous institutions responsible for and expert in providing 
aesthetic quality (Peters, 2019: 9). In classical music, the audience’s responsibility 
was to engage with these artworks in a meaningful manner through attentive 
listening (Bonds, 2006). Concert rituals are thus not merely structured by social 
and behavioural norms, but they are intertwined with a specific understanding of 
symphonic music as art. Many of the rituals of the symphonic concert are in place, 
because they guarantee a performance of symphonic music that meets the 
orchestra’s aesthetic quality standards. So, when orchestras organise concerts in 
which they change these rituals, they are concerned with aesthetic quality too. In 
other words, as I will show in this dissertation, when organising experimental 
concerts, symphony orchestras are constantly involved in an intricate balancing 
act between wanting to respond to questions about their societal relevance in the 

3 In fact, the larger project that this dissertation is part of, Artful Participation: Doing Artistic Research with 
Symphonic Music Audiences, is funded within the NWO/SIA SMART Culture scheme, which was initiated by 
the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science in 2015 to stimulate cultural institutions and artistic and 
academic researchers to collaboratively further insights on innovative artistic practices and how these relate to 
large societal issues. 
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twenty-first century and safeguarding the aesthetic quality of their performances 
of symphonic music. This combination of circumstances makes the innovation of 
audience participation in symphonic music a difficult case – both for orchestras as 
they try to figure out how to do their concerts well in today’s society and for 
researchers.  
  Scholars in academic disciplines such as musicology and the multidisciplinary 
field of audience studies have been examining the changing relations between 
symphony orchestras and their audiences. However, as I will further discuss in 
Chapter 2, the view that these studies develop of the innovation of participation 
in symphonic music is rather dichotomous. Existing scholarship on audience 
participation and the innovation thereof in symphonic music either focusses on 
the importance of aesthetic norms and values in symphonic practice (Kramer, 
2007; Johnson, 2011) or on the social context of the symphonic concert and the 
ways in which these concerts ‘succeed’ in reaching new and younger audience 
members according to the problem definitions that originated in cultural policy 
(Labrecht, 2012; Burland & Pitts, 2016; Dobson, 2010a). When examining the 
innovation of audience participation in symphonic music, some scholars argue that 
cuts in governmental art budgets represent an empowering opportunity for the 
orchestra as artistic organisation that might not have developed itself enough for 
a while (Labrecht, 2012: 36; Idema, 2012). But others fear an instrumentalisation 
of the arts for societal aims and they question how these developments undermine 
the aesthetic value of classical music and the autonomy of the symphony orchestra 
as arts institution (Johnson, 2011; Sigurjonsson, 2010; see also Bishop, 2012; 
Gabriels, 2016).4 Current academic studies and debates in the arts thus either 
follow cultural policy and focus on new concert formats, or they critically question 
the neoliberal instrumentalisation of orchestras and defend their autonomy.  
 The problem with much of this current research is that it a priori assumes 
what ‘good’ participation entails and what makes a ‘good’ symphonic concert. 
Referring either to aesthetic or to societal norms and values, I will argue, scholars 
are quick to evaluate what is or is not desirable when it comes to the innovation 
of audience participation in symphonic music. In doing so, a view of the innovation 
of audience participation arises in which it is assumed as separate from aesthetic 
quality: the aesthetic and the societal are imagined as two opposing domains. This 
does not allow for an understanding of what it actually means for symphony 
orchestras to innovate audience participation, while they, at the same time, continue 
to care for the aesthetic quality of their projects. What is largely missing to date, 
and what this dissertation contributes, is an examination of how symphony 
orchestras in and through their practical, everyday work are trying to safeguard 
the aesthetic quality of their concerts and respond to the quest to change audience 

4 The dichotomous dynamics of these debates about the innovation of audience participation are not limited to 
the case of symphonic music; they can also be found in the context of visual art and theatre (e.g. Bishop, 2012; 
Trienekens, 2020).  



25

participation.5 Symphony orchestras are doing both, but there is little attention for 
how norms and values may be intertwined, challenged, and balanced in practice. 
To examine that in this research project, I empirically analyse the practical work 
that symphony orchestras do in their everyday practices to organise concerts in 
which the role of the audience is changed – while continuing to provide aesthetic 
quality.  
  An empirical understanding of everyday symphonic practices may produce 
different ways to think or speak about the innovation of audience participation. 
What kind of work is it that symphony orchestras do? What is difficult about it? 
What emerges in and through it? To engage with such questions, I (temporarily) 
put aside the dichotomous assumptions about symphonic music. I do not want to 
take the ‘problems’ of symphonic practices for granted and simply join them in the 
search for solutions – nor do I wish to choose sides too quickly and decide whether 
the innovative performances they organise are desirable (Benschop, 2015: 21–23). 
Instead, I focus on the everyday practices of orchestras when they are organising 
projects that innovate audience participation and empirically analyse the complex 
balancing work that orchestras are doing. In this book, I understand the projects 
in which orchestras innovate audience participation as normative experiments: 
they are projects that practically seek to explore how symphonic music might be 
made valuable in a new or different way through innovating audience participation 
(Lezaun et al., 2017). Two interrelated questions are guiding this research: how 
do Dutch symphony orchestras innovate audience participation in their everyday 
practices, and how are norms and values challenged as well as emergent in the 
process of doing so?  
  To answer the main questions, I will take three empirical steps. First of all, 
I examine how ‘participation’ has been defined as a problem in the context of 
symphonic music. I analyse this by investigating how the notion of participation 
has been defined and constructed as a problem in Dutch cultural policy discourse, 
because this discourse bears direct financial and practical consequences for Dutch 
professional symphony orchestras. After I gather an understanding of the 
problematisation of participation in the context of cultural policy, I shift my focus 
to the everyday practices of symphony orchestras. Second, I ethnographically 
analyse how orchestras innovate audience participation in their everyday practices 
and how such projects challenge the orchestras’ standard ways of working and 
conventions. This allows me to bring into view the difficulties that orchestral 
practitioners run into when innovating audience participation. Third, I turn my 
analytical attention to the (e)valuation of innovative projects – remaining on the 
orchestral work floor as participant observer, I investigate how aesthetic qualities 
emerge in and through projects in which audience participation is being 
innovated.  

5 There are some recent exceptions that do examine the innovation of audience participation in classical music 
practices. These studies, mainly situated in the newly proposed field of ‘classical concert studies’, empirically 
analyse experimental classical concerts and audience participation in them (see, for instance: Tröndle 2020; 
Toelle & Sloboda, 2019). 
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  Connecting my empirical analyses of both cultural policy discourse and 
orchestral practice, through my dissertation, I aim to make a theoretical as well as 
methodological contribution to the scholarly debates on the relations between 
symphony orchestras and their audiences. Additionally, as noted above, this 
contribution breaks with the dominant dichotomous tendency in these debates. 
My empirical approach will lead to a deeper understanding of how the combination 
of aesthetic quality and societal relevance makes the innovation of audience 
participation in symphonic music such a complex case and to methodological 
insights on how to empirically deal with it. In Chapter 2, I will introduce my 
theoretical and methodological approach in more detail and explain how I am 
building on work in music sociology and neighbouring scholarship in science and 
technology studies (STS) (Hennion, 2016a; 2019; Born & Barry, 2018; Lezaun et 
al., 2017).6 Researchers in these fields have been developing a pragmatist, process-
oriented ontology that focusses on ‘work-to-be-done’ (Hennion, 2019: 42; see also 
Hennion, 2017b; Latour, 2011; 2013; Sigurjonsson, 2009). This approach runs 
through all empirical chapters of this book and enables me to follow how the 
innovation of audience participation and the normative balancing work that comes 
with it is done in practice.  
  Ultimately, the issue that is central in this dissertation is not only at stake 
in scholarly contexts but also in the ongoing debates on the value of arts and 
culture, more particularly classical music, in the Netherlands. After analysing and 
articulating what is happening in contemporary symphonic music practice, I return 
to cultural political debates to add a new perspective on them. On the basis of my 
qualitative empirical research, I aim to contribute a deeper understanding of the 
work it takes for orchestras to renegotiate notions of expertise as well as 
organisational and aesthetic criteria for quality to these debates, and I propose 
new ways to speak about the innovation of audience participation in symphonic 
music. In that respect, it matters that I have conducted this research in the context 
of a project that was a collaboration with a symphony orchestra: philharmonie 
zuidnederland (the South Netherlands Philharmonic). In the NWO/SIA project 
Artful Participation: Doing Artistic Research with Symphonic Music Audiences, 
academic researchers (including myself) collaborated with artistic researchers and 
practitioners from the orchestra.7 Within Artful Participation, my analyses and 

6 STS is an interdisciplinary field of research that combines sociological, philosophical, anthropological, and 
historical approaches and perspectives on science and technology, their interplay, societal role, and cultural 
meaning. STS overlaps with various other fields, from political theory and innovation studies to cultural studies 
(see the field’s handbook for an overview: Felt et al., 2017). STS researchers have increasingly explored artistic 
practices as well (Benschop, 2009a; Borgdorff et al., 2019).

7 Artful Participation was a project funded in the Dutch NWO/SIA SMART Culture programme (NWO, 2016). The 
project was a collaboration between Maastricht University, Zuyd University of Applied Sciences (in particular the 
Conservatorium Maastricht and the Research Centre for Arts, Autonomy and the Public Sphere), and philharmonie 
zuidnederland. The project combined academic research (which resulted in this dissertation) and artistic research. 
The collaborative type of artistic research that was done in Artful Participation is firmly rooted in the Maastricht-
style of artistic research that was developed over the past years by the Research Centre for Arts, Autonomy and 
the Public Sphere (see Benschop, 2015; Van de Werff, et al., 2017).
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observations were meant to serve a practical aim too. They not only function as 
an ‘end result’ in the form of this dissertation but also played a role throughout 
the process of the larger project: my observations became part of conversations 
with staff and musicians of the orchestra, my analyses served as mirrors that 
enabled reflection while doing experiments, and my writings ended up as material 
in the collaborative learning model we, researchers, staff members, and orchestral 
musicians, developed together (see www.artfulparticipation.nl; Peters et al., 2020; 
Spronck et al., 2021; Van de Werff et al., forthcoming).8 While conducting this 
research about the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music, I was 
thus also part of a project that, together with a symphony orchestra, was 
experimenting with that very theme in practice. The broader project and my 
engagement in it are explicitly discussed in the ‘Impact paragraph’. Collaborating 
with a symphony orchestra meant I was challenged to reflect on what my writing 
conveyed, how it was received among orchestral practitioners, and how it could 
be made productive beyond the scope of a dissertation and its academic embedding. 
Such reflections are becoming more and more necessary in academia today, because 
an increasing number of academic researchers are involved in large interdisciplinary 
and interventionist research projects in which they collaborate with societal 
partners (see Jensen, 2012; Zuiderent-Jerak & Jensen, 2009; Downey & Zuiderent-
Jerak, 2021).   
  Yet in collaborative projects like Artful Participation, researchers are not 
only intervening in the practices of the partners they work with but the process is 
deliberately and self-consciously reciprocal: the expertise and skills of project 
partners, such as the orchestra in my case, also inform and interrupt how 
researchers work, write, and share their work (Downey & Zuiderent-Jerak, 2017; 
Römgens & Benschop, forthcoming). The project and my role in it as ethnographer 
studying the world of symphonic music thus led to a methodological question: how 
to research symphonic music practices ethnographically and how does that 
influence my own research practice? This question forms the basis for the short 
interventions that are woven in between the main chapters of this dissertation: 
the ‘Interludes’.9 In these Interludes, I describe how I sensitised myself to the 
particular symphonic music contexts that I came across during this research and 
how these affected my thinking and writing. These reflections build on the work 
of ethnographic researchers who have explored their sensory involvement in 
contexts as diverse as music, a bike mechanic’s workshop, medical schools, a 
hairdresser’s salon, and a glassblowing workshop (Bartleet, 2009; Martin, 2016; 
Harris, 2021; Holmes, 2015; O’Connor, 2006; 2007; 2017; Atkinson, 2013). What 

8 The website (www.artfulparticipation.nl) presents the Collaborative Learning Model that we (researchers, 
musician-researchers, and staff and musicians of the orchestra) developed together in the final year of the project. 
Revised parts of this dissertation and ethnographic field notes that I wrote as part of my research have become 
part of this learning model too. 

9 The title of these in between chapters is a nod to classical music. In that context, an interlude often refers to a 
short fragment that is inserted between the main parts of a longer composition. In a similar way, the Interludes 
in this book intervene in the dissertation as a whole. 
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all of these ethnographic studies have in common is that they attend to the 
particularities of the context in which they are conducted, and reflect on the 
researcher’s (in)ability to know it and participate in it. Erin O’Connor, for example, 
sought to study tacit knowledge in crafts work, but did not want to do so from the 
perspective of theoretical aesthetic debates, instead, she explains: ‘I situated myself 
in the field of craft, hoping to unearth and access in practice itself the tacit 
understandings of practical knowledge’ (2007: 126). She decided to learn how to 
blow glass herself, and uses her experiences of learning to develop an understanding 
of the specificity of the craft: it turns out to be a world filled with spatial 
choreographies, finger dexterity, fire, and tools (2007; 2017). In this dissertation 
too, I do not start from theoretical debates on the innovation of audience 
participation in symphonic music but instead situate myself in the field. Just like 
O’Connor, I did so with the aim of sensitising myself to the particular and practical 
world of symphonic music. This methodological endeavour is always part of 
ethnographic research, but it might become more important than ever for other 
researchers too as they participate in large interdisciplinary projects, like Artful 
Participation, that deliberately seek to learn from and with societal partners. In 
the Interludes throughout this book, I therefore do not only reflect on what it means 
to research symphonic music practices, but also on what my study of the innovation 
of audience participation in symphonic music taught me about my own research 
practice.    
  Until this point, I have been using the terms ‘innovation’ and ‘audience 
participation’ quite unconcernedly. In the remainder of this introduction, I will 
elucidate how I will approach these terms, and how this relates to my empirical 
focus on the work done in practice. I will first discuss how I understand innovation 
and then participation. As will become clear, norms and values play an indispensable 
role in both of these understandings.

1.3 The curious case of innovating symphonic concerts

For over fifty years, innovation has been studied as an important technological, 
social and economic phenomenon by scholars in the field of innovation studies: 
‘Firms are concerned about their innovation ability, particularly relative to their 
competitors, because they believe their future may depend on it. Politicians care 
about innovation, too, because of its presumed importance for growth, welfare, 
and employment’ (Fagerberg et al., 2013: 1; Martin, 2013; 2016). In the arts, too, 
innovation is an increasingly central topic of discussion: it is discussed how the 
arts contribute to and are a source of innovation (e.g. Caves, 2000; Gulbrandsen 
& Aanstad, 2014; Patriotta & Hirsch, 2016). Even if different modes of innovation 
have been distinguished, the notion is still generally understood as ‘manufactured 
product innovations’, as the radical developments of new products that society did 
not know it needed (Martin, 2013: 171). In the book The Innovation Delusion, Lee 
Vinsel and Andrew Russell show that this dominant view of innovation is built on 
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the hidden premise that innovation is inherently good (2020: 13). They argue that 
this premise is false and both devalues the role of maintenance and care for the 
world as it is and obscures the complexity and politics of innovation in practice.  
  The interdisciplinary field of STS, that I shortly introduced earlier, offers 
an alternative to this dominant understanding of innovation: it developed an 
approach concerned with the empirical study of innovation as incremental process 
(e.g. Hommels et al., 2007; Nahuis & Van Lente, 2008; Iedema et al., 2013; Van 
Lente, 2015). The ways in which STS scholars have conceptualised and empirically 
examined innovation inspires my approach in this dissertation. STS researchers 
problematise how innovation has been presumed as a neutral process that can be 
studied independent of the social, cultural, and historical context in which it takes 
place. STS challenges the idea that there is a given demand for innovations; instead, 
STS researchers empirically examine how innovations are constructed through 
existing practices, habits, and ways of working (Iedema et al., 2013: 73). ‘Innovation’, 
then, is not understood as something that is decided by scientists, engineers or 
policymakers, but as co-shaped by how people imagine, tinker with, develop, and 
use (or not use) innovations in their everyday practices (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003; 
Wyatt, 2003; Van Lente, 1993). To analyse innovation practices, STS researchers 
use and develop anthropological and sociological research methodologies to follow 
practitioners and study their everyday work as a traveller would visit a foreign 
country: curious about its habits and rituals, eager to learn more about the norms 
and values in the practices (Van Lente, 2015). This approach ‘bring[s] along an 
interesting agnosticism that is helpful for understanding displaced politics without 
preoccupations about where these politics belong’ (Nahuis & Van Lente, 2008: 568; 
Latour, 1991). The agnosticism that informs much STS work inspires how I examine 
norms and values in innovative symphonic music practice too: tracing and 
articulating rather than evaluating.   
  STS researchers have empirically and agnostically studied innovation in a 
wide variety of contexts: from science and health care to the internet (Wyatt, 2003; 
Iedema et al., 2013). Particularly relevant to my research is that, since the early 
2000s, STS researchers have also added classical music to the list of contexts in 
which they investigated innovation (Pinch & Bijsterveld, 2003; 2004; Bijsterveld 
& Schulp, 2004; Benschop, 2009a; 2009b; Bijsterveld & Peters, 2010; Peters & 
Cressman, 2016; Hennion & Levaux, 2021). In 2004, Trevor Pinch and Karin 
Bijsterveld initiated a special issue of the journal Social Studies of Science, in which 
they explored the world of music to study innovations there. The special issue 
synthesises empirical STS studies of the technologies involved in the production 
and consumption of music – from innovative musical instruments and production 
studios to MP3 formats and high-end sound installations (Théberge, 2004; Perlman, 
2004; Bijsterveld & Schulp, 2004). What all these studies have in common is that 
they argue that we can only understand the meanings of music by following how 
it is done in practice (Pinch & Bijsterveld, 2004: 639; also see Latour, 1987). 
Particularly worth exploring here is how these authors take norms and values into 
account when they investigate innovative music practices.  
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 Pinch and Bijsterveld examine new musical instruments as technological 
artefacts, as innovations (2003; 2004). They argue that the introduction of new 
technologies or instruments can be studied as ‘a way of probing and breaching the 
often taken for granted norms, values, and conventions of musical culture’ (Pinch 
& Bijsterveld, 2004: 640; also see 2003). In their article ‘‘Should One Applaud?’: 
Breaches and Boundaries in the Reception of New Technology in Music’, the authors 
study the reception of three new instruments in the twentieth century – the player 
piano, futurists’ noise instruments, and electronic synthesisers – as ‘breaching 
experiments’ (2003: 538–539; Garfinkel, 1964; 1967). Breaching experiments, 
famously developed by ethnomethodologist Harold Garfinkel in the 1960s, are 
experiments that find ways ‘of uncovering implicit norms [and rules and values] 
that have general validity in a community’ (Benschop, 2019: 54; referring to 
Garfinkel, 1964; 1967). In his own words, Garfinkel writes that ‘it is [his] preference 
to start with familiar scenes and ask what can be done to make trouble’ (1964: 
227). An example from Garfinkel’s original text illustrates this point: he asks his 
students to behave at home as if they were staying in a hotel. By behaving outside 
of the norm (being extremely polite to your parents), the rules, expectations, and 
values that structure everyday life become tangible again (1964). Building on 
Garfinkel’s work, Pinch and Bijsterveld argue that it can be useful to study musical 
innovations as if they were breaching experiments, because these innovations 
‘reveal underlying norms and values in the musical practices at hand’ (2003: 538; 
also see Benschop, 2019; Prior, 2018). In other words, because innovations might 
disturb the routinised ways of working in a practice, they allow us to see anew 
what conventions, routines, and norms entail. For instance, if the vignettes above 
are slightly weird, this is exactly because we are so familiar with the norms and 
forms of a symphonic concert. This way of thinking about innovations invites 
researchers to go and see what is happening on-site and take seriously the ‘trouble’ 
innovative situations cause, because this consideration might reveal what is at 
stake but usually taken for granted and rendered invisible (Garfinkel, 1964; also 
see Benschop, 2019: 55).   
 As we have seen earlier in this introduction, there is a lot at stake in 
symphony practice: the innovation of audience participation is not taken lightly, 
because orchestras are always also safeguarding the aesthetic quality of their 
performances. Bijsterveld and Schulp (2004) study the innovation of the musical 
instruments of the symphony orchestra. These instruments have retained the same 
features since the mid-nineteenth century: they have a remarkable stability in 
design (649). This stability is related to the aesthetic standards that have also 
stabilised: ‘In the orchestral context, more deeply than elsewhere, the introduction 
of new musical instruments challenges the conventions, norms and values of 
musical performance’, the authors explain (654). They observe that, in ‘innovating’ 
musical instruments used in orchestras, instrument builders are always ‘inserting’ 
existing musical values in innovation contexts (668). The innovative instruments 
are made to ‘fit’ with the conventions of an orchestral practice in which, for 
instance, all instruments in one section are supposed to sound similar. Bijsterveld 
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and Schulp conclude that innovation in the context of classical music is remarkably 
bound to tradition and argue that this is because the norms and conventions in 
this world are tied to musical style and aesthetics (670). Orchestral practitioners 
are hesitant to use innovative instruments that break with their existing aesthetic 
framework. Existing standards, such as the instruments’ sound, are in place to 
guarantee the aesthetic quality of concerts.   
  Therefore, crucial to the ‘success’ of innovative musical instruments is ‘the 
ability of their makers to reconcile the instruments with the conventions of live 
performances and the rituals of concert life’ (Bijsterveld & Peters, 2010: 112). For 
example, the electronic Moog synthesiser caught on exactly because its makers 
decided to use a keyboard interface that musicians were familiar with and trained 
to use (Pinch & Trocco, 2002), and the instrument builders of the innovative 
symphonic instruments made sure not to change the sound of the instruments too 
radically, because professional orchestral musicians would otherwise not use them 
during concerts (Bijsterveld & Schulp, 2004). In the world of classical music, then, 
whether innovations catch on ‘seems to depend on the alignment between old 
values and new practices’ (Pinch & Bijsterveld, 2003: 559). Most important is that 
the innovations do not disturb the conventions of live performances nor the 
musicians’ role in them. The innovative instruments and their builders focus on 
creating as little ‘trouble’ as possible by trying to fit in with existing performance 
conventions. Innovations are thus constantly concerned with the values, like 
aesthetic quality of performances, and the according norms and conventions that 
structure the practices. But what if the performance conventions themselves are 
innovated?  
 The fact that I am focussing on innovation of audience participation 
complicates matters, because changing the role of the audience seems, by definition, 
to disturb the conventions of live performances, to meddle with aesthetic norms 
that are in place during concerts. Thinking back on the dichotomous nature of the 
debates about the innovation of audience participation, it seems that concerts in 
which orchestras innovate audience participation cause normative ‘trouble’ 
anyhow. The innovation of audience participation in symphonic music might be a 
particular type of innovation in symphonic music that, if analysed empirically, can 
yield insights into how orchestras might not only safeguard and fix but also expand 
on their existing aesthetic framework when they innovate their practices. To 
explain how I aim to explore that, I will outline how I understand the opaque notion 
of participation.

1.4 Participation as concept, as problem, as experiment

Today, there is an overwhelming amount of literature in a wide variety of disciplines 
on ‘participation’: anywhere from local municipality meetings and debates about 
nanotechnology to designers building a product, participation has been studied 
(Kelty, 2019; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016). ‘If need be, participation is quickly defined: 



32

to take part, to share in or with, to enjoy in common with others, to share the 
qualities or characteristics of something’, but anthropologist Christopher Kelty 
points out that there is more to the term ‘participation’ (2019: 30). He describes 
how the concept became increasingly popular over the course of the twentieth 
century, as well as how it turned out to be elusive for theorists who wished to 
define it:

from organizational sociology to international development to media theory 
and communication to public administration, participation has been 
wickedly resistant to this kind of analysis. There are linear models of 
ladders, three-dimensional models formed like cubes, and there are 
multidimensional models formed into complex systems. (Arnstein, 1969; 
Cohen & Uphoff, 1980; Dachler & Wilpert, 1978, as cited in Kelty, 2019: 8)

There is no consensus about what participation is in the vast, multidisciplinary 
literature that analyses it (Ibid.). Yet the notion does have one thing in common in 
all the contexts in which it plays a role: since the 1960s, participation has been 
seen as a potential solution or tool to establish more democratic and therefore 
improved practices (Kelty, 2016: 35–37). In scientific practices, for example, 
participation is meant to challenge traditional hierarchies and asymmetries 
between experts and laypeople – to enable non-scientists to have a say in scientific 
issues (Wyatt et al., 2013: 153; see also Wynne, 1996; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016; 
2020). Participation thus has a normative disposition – it is intertwined with the 
aim of ‘democratisation’.  
  In the arts, ‘cultural participation’ refers to all the ways in which people 
engage with and participate in cultural activities, be it as amateur, as visitor, as 
audience member, or otherwise (Bisschop Boele, 2017: 4). In a broad sense, cultural 
participation has always been an inherent part of arts practices, and how people 
participate in arts and culture has been studied widely (4–5). However, in the arts 
since the 1960s, the meaning of ‘participation’ has also been shifting (Elffers & 
Sitzia, 2016: 39). Whereas ‘cultural participation’ refers to the ways in which 
audiences, visitors, or amateurs participate in the arts in their free time, 
‘participation’ today refers to activities that cultural institutions have to undertake 
to educate, reach, or engage audience members: ‘A shift is visible from participation 
meaning visiting a museum or creating art as an amateur, to a more diverse 
repertoire of forms of participation where audiences contribute, co-create, or 
interact with artworks, artists, and art institutions’ (Elffers & Sitzia, 2016: 62). As 
such, participation changed from something that was an inherent part of any arts 
practice to something that should be actively strived for and improved by artists, 
musicians, and cultural institutions. ‘Good’ participation in the latter understanding 
does not simply exist, but should be pursued and planned. Throughout this 
dissertation, I will use the terms ‘participation’ and ‘audience participation’ instead 
of ‘cultural participation’ to underline that I am researching this more recent 
understanding of the term that assumes ‘participation’ not as simply the existing 
ways in which people participate in the arts, but as a separate and innovative aim 
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that cultural institutions should work towards. The consequence of this 
understanding, however, is that participation in the arts has often been assumed 
to be exclusively socially relevant: challenging hierarchies and ways of working in 
the arts (e.g. Kester, 2011; Frieling, 2008).  
  In the seminal book Artificial Hells, art historian Claire Bishop traces how 
‘participatory art’ has emerged into a genre in its own right over the course of the 
twentieth century, but is still uncritically assumed to be instrumental to illustrating 
the political potential of participation and the merits of democracy (2012: 189–190). 
Bishop problematises that participatory arts have not been judged aesthetically in 
the same way as other art: she observed a refusal to see participation as aesthetic, 
and she argues that this has made participatory art fall between a rock and a hard 
place of social and aesthetic judgement (2012: 5–8; also see Trienekens, 2020). 
She criticises that participation is often only understood as societally relevant. 
Nonetheless, it is remarkable that in Bishop’s work the social and the aesthetic are 
imagined from the start as separate and pre-existing domains of critique. This 
distinction recalls the dichotomy I observed earlier in the discussions about the 
innovation of audience participation in symphonic music.  
 Academic literature that focusses on participation in the context of classical 
music exhibits a similar a priori distinction between societal and aesthetic relevance. 
Scholars that examine innovative ‘participation’ in classical music often adopt the 
distinction between presentational music and participatory music that was 
developed by Thomas Turino (2008; see e.g. Pitts 2005a; Tanaka & Parkinson, 
2018; Toelle & Sloboda 2019). The latter, ‘participatory music’, refers to concerts 
where everyone present joins in ‘making’ the music – for example, by playing an 
instrument or by singing. Underlying this distinction are assumptions about what 
counts as ‘aesthetically relevant’ activities in musical practice and consequently 
what counts as ‘participation’. Merely listening, for instance, does not count as a 
participatory activity in this binary division, because it is presumed that the 
audience does not contribute to making the music by listening. In this understanding 
of participation, dichotomous views of classical music practice take precedence: 
maker versus listener, active versus passive, aesthetic versus non-aesthetic work. 
For the innovation of audience participation to be judged by aesthetic standards, 
then, it has to conform to a pre-existing idea of what are aesthetically relevant 
roles and what are not. Once again, I turn to STS research, because researchers in 
that field have problematised the dichotomous views that underpin ideas of 
participation in the context of science in ways that I will build on in this 
research.  
  In scientific practices, participation is often assumed to either be a positive, 
democratic development or an element of a ‘neo-liberal mode of governance’ (Felt 
& Fochler, 2008: 489). In the book Remaking Participation, Jason Chilvers and 
Matthew Kearnes argue that both of these positions are rooted in given normative 
models of democratic politics: ‘“The democratic” is, in both models, ready-made 
and external to the situated, material performances of democracy and participation’ 
(2016: 10; also see Marres, 2012). As a consequence, political and academic debates 
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on participation in science then ‘struggle with a fairly high load on unreflected 
normativity […] concerning participation itself, its means and end’ (Felt & Fochler, 
2008: 489). In the arts, too, the desirability of participation and the form it should 
or should not take is unreflexively assumed in much of the literature. The 
dichotomous view of participation results in studies that assume what participation 
is and how it should work from the outset, which leads scholars to neglect the 
empirical complexities of the innovation of audience participation. In this 
dissertation, however, I aim to study how the innovation of audience participation 
is done in symphonic practice and how exactly this work is intertwined with or 
challenging norms and values in symphonic music, without assuming these 
beforehand.   
  To do so, I will understand participation as ‘experiment’. In their chapter 
‘Experiments in Participation’ in The Handbook of Science and Technology Studies, 
Javier Lezaun, Noortje Marres, and Manuel Tironi conceptualise the innovation of 
participation as ‘experiments’, as situations that bring new phenomena into the 
world (2017; Hacking, 1983). In science as well as in the arts, scholars have often 
presumed participation to comprise of particular activities and roles, and as a 
consequence, they have neglected its empirical realities. Approaching the innovation 
of participation as experimental interventions ‘redirects our attention to the fact 
that these events are saturated with things, machines, and other stuff, that they 
unfold in settings and under material conditions specifically tailored to the 
requirements of participatory action’ (Lezaun et al., 2017: 196; also see Marres & 
Lezaun, 2011; Marres, 2012; Benschop, 2009b). Understanding participatory 
practice as experiment means ‘treating participation as practical, material 
arrangement of people and things’ and ‘highlight[ing] the local, temporary 
character of most cases of participation’ (Kelty, 2019: 37–39). For my understanding 
of participation throughout this research, I do not start from a preconceived view 
of it, but from the understandings that emerge in and through practice, in and 
through cases such as the concerts that I attended. The deceptively simple move 
to focus on how participation acquires meaning in local and material practices has 
far-reaching consequences. It acknowledges that the process of innovating 
participation is always inherently normative, but not in the way the dualist debates 
on participation are. Instead of presupposing normative models of participation, 
understanding the innovation of participation as experimental work asks of 
researchers to attend to the explicit and implicit norms and values that emerge, 
clash, or are challenged in practice.

1.5 Looking again and ahead: An outline

Let’s look once more at the two vignettes this introduction opened with. Both of 
them, quite literally, started in and from symphonic music practice. They were 
descriptive, so they evoked the specific settings in which the concerts took place 
and attended to seemingly unimportant details such as the tapping foot of a 
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musician, the tilt of an iron plate, the vibrations of double basses I felt in my spine. 
Instead of presupposing participatory practices, I agnostically observed what is 
actually happening. I could also have decided to evaluate the concerts instead: were 
they good performances of Beethoven’s music? Was the role of the audience 
innovative? Were they participatory events? And in what ways? Discussions about 
performances of symphonic music such as the two of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony 
are often quick to evaluate. Moreover, such evaluations tend to make use of the 
kinds of categories we have been coming to recognise in the course of this chapter: 
either focussing on a given aesthetic quality or on societally relevant audience 
participation. This urge resembles the ways of thinking that structure the debates 
about the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music. In this 
dissertation, I postpone judgement and instead analyse how orchestral practices 
innovate participation with the aim to develop a deeper understanding of how 
norms and values are challenged as well as emergent through such projects. 
  Chapter 2, ‘“If you just listen long enough”: Theoretical and methodological 
considerations’, introduces the challenges that my aim to move beyond the 
dichotomous view of symphonic music presents. In it, I review the role that 
attentive listening, as the traditional way in which audiences participate in 
symphonic music, has played and still plays in symphonic practice. I show how 
this form of listening is deeply entangled with how symphonic music has been 
valued and understood as art, and how this conception often leads scholars to fall 
back into a dualist understanding of symphonic practice. To avoid this pitfall 
myself, I build on pragmatist music-sociological and philosophical work, which 
adopts an empirical approach to musical practice. I outline how this approach 
informed the methods I used, and how I, throughout this book, empirically examine 
how the innovation of audience participation is problematised, done, and evaluated 
in symphonic music practice.   
  To start this investigation, I first analyse how audience participation in 
symphonic music has been defined and constructed as a problem. Chapter 3 
‘Innovate, participate! The notion of “participation” in Dutch cultural policy 
discourse’ analyses how ‘participation’ has been problematised in cultural policy 
since the millennial turn. Rather than coming up with a definition of the notion 
myself, I trace and explain the (problem) definitions of participation that have been 
produced in this discourse. As I discussed in this introduction, Dutch symphony 
orchestras are subsidised by the national government, so the problem definitions 
that are developed in this discourse inform what symphony orchestras deem 
desirable ways to experiment with audience participation.  
  In Chapter 4, ‘Squeaking and grinding orchestras: The practice of innovating 
audience participation’ I question how symphony orchestras themselves have 
started to practically organise projects in which they innovate audience participation 
and how these projects challenge their routinised ways of working. To do so, I 
ethnographically analyse the organisational process of three projects that aim to 
innovate audience participation from start to finish. I understand these projects 
as if they were breaching experiments to be able to follow what ‘trouble’ they cause 
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in practice to analyse what norms and conventions are challenged. This results in 
a deeper understanding of what is at stake for orchestras when they innovate 
audience participation and what conventions they hold on to when difficulties 
emerge.   
  Whereas, in the previous ethnographic chapter, I focus on the struggles 
that orchestras encounter when they innovate audience participation, in Chapter 
5, ‘Expanding repertoires of quality, or: How to do innovative symphonic concerts 
well?’, I turn my attention to how orchestral musicians, staff members, and other 
practitioners are figuring out how to do such innovative projects ‘well’ and analyse 
how aesthetic qualities emerge in the process. Building on pragmatist philosophy, 
I do not assume (criteria for) aesthetic quality as a given, but agnostically trace 
and articulate how quality is addressed in practice and who plays what role in that. 
This investigation allows me to explore how the innovation of audience participation 
might expand or challenge the existing aesthetic framework in which symphony 
orchestras operate and, accordingly, the ways in which they value and evaluate 
what they do.  
  The concluding Chapter 6 draws the preceding analyses together and 
discusses how approaching the innovation of audience participation in symphonic 
music as normative experiments in the making might have consequences for how 
we understand the aesthetic work that symphony orchestras do and what role the 
audience plays in that work.   
  In between the chapters are Interludes in which I temporarily step out of 
the analytical tone of the main chapters, and craft space to reflect on what it means 
for an ethnographer to study the innovation of audience participation in the 
particular world of symphonic music.
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On Wednesday evening, since the early days of my PhD, I cycle to the other side of 
town – to the local music school. There, in a room with a piano, four instruments 
all wrapped up, some sound systems, and music stands, I have been learning how 
to play the double bass. 

As I began my research in late 2017, I also began attending lots of symphonic 
concerts. I was curious about this world I was entering. Sitting in the audience, I 
found myself wondering about the embodied, sensory and highly skilled character 
of symphonic music. I watched the musicians on stage in awe, was impressed 
whenever I spotted their instruments backstage. It made me think about how I 
could make sense of this world beyond my familiar modes of reading, writing, 
observing, and thinking. What would it mean to explore it through playing? 

That is how I ended up in the small, messy classroom of the music school every 
Wednesday evening with a new hobby. Bow in my hand, instrument against my 
hip, I started to learn. Along the way, I took notes in a little diary.

My lessons were – and are – teaching me about what it means to play music and 
what is involved in it:

Today Jan [my teacher] helped me with my bowing. I tend to press way too 
hard on my bow whenever I start playing. He explains to me that the 
weight of my arm is more than enough to make the strings sound. He 
shows me how he only increases pressure when he just starts playing and 
then speeds up: ‘Als je hem eenmaal aon de kal hebt, moet je meer boog 
gebruiken, vanuit je pols’ [Once you’ve got it working, you’ll need to use 
more bow, from your wrist]. He takes my bow and his rosin and rubs it 
against it. ‘Here, now try again,’ he says as he hands me my bow. When I 
put it on the strings, I feel what he means – without any extra force, the 
e-string growls. (Double bass notes, 17 December 2018)

When I browse through my notes three years later, I notice how my own learning 
resembles what ethnographer Erin O’Connor wrote about embodied knowledge in 
glassblowing. O’Connor decided to learn how to blow glass and describes how she, 
six months into learning, attempts to blow a goblet. Her practical learning ‘afforded 
[her] the opportunity to evaluate how glassblowing is read by the glassblower, in 
varying stages of proficiency, and to reflect upon the ebb and flow of sensations, 
techniques, and modes of consciousness’ (2007: 127). 

Interlude I: Playing the double bass
On how to attend to embodied skills in 
symphonic practice as ethnographer
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I, too, get a sense of the ebb and flow of the sensations, techniques, and modes of 
consciousness that playing music requires through my double bass. I sensitise 
myself to the particular embodied choreography that involves ears, hands, wrists, 
elbows, eyes, shoulders, but also sheet music, teacher, rosin, bow, chair, and of 
course a double bass. Learning how to play the double bass affords me to imagine 
and understand a little better what the orchestral practitioners I encounter in my 
research might experience and feel – the complexity of playing, and the skills and 
craftsmanship involved. It changes my awe into a more specific curiosity.

At the same time, learning something as complex as blowing a goblet or playing a 
double bass involves an awful lot of failing and struggling too: 

I’m at home. Practising in front of the mirror, as Jan told me to do. My 
bowing is getting better, but I am still having trouble using my forearm and 
wrist. How can I move this bow from my wrist? I can’t do it. I don’t 
understand how. I am so frustrated. My arm is so slow to pick up what I 
already understand in theory, on paper. And as soon as I think about it, I 
am doomed, then I’ll definitely make mistakes. (Double bass notes, 23 May 
2019)

My double bass does not only help me to know or understand more, it also makes 
me aware of my not-knowing, my inability to understand, hear, and feel things that 
are evident to the musicians I meet during ethnographic fieldwork. 

In the moment, in front of the mirror, my struggling and failing were merely 
annoying to me. I wanted to know how. To be capable. But looking back at it later, 
I recognise how these moments helped me to make sense of symphonic practices 
in a different way. 

I experienced first-hand what it feels like to struggle, to not know, to search and 
not always find a solution right away. Those experiences turned out to be particularly 
important during fieldwork because I was studying orchestras at moments that 
they were trying to innovate audience participation. At moments in which they 
were trying to do a complex new thing.

My double bass not only taught me about the embodied expertise that characterises 
symphonic practices, it also helped me sensitise myself to another embodied 
experience I came across in the symphonic music world: how hard it is to learn 
something new.
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2.1 Among cello boxes 

‘If you just listen long enough, Veerle, you will end up hearing a lot’, sighs one of 
the production leaders of philharmonie zuidnederland as we lift the umpteenth 
heavy cello box together to carry it to the rehearsal space next door. His remark 
follows after another batch of stories about his work and the curious incidents that 
are part of it. Even though he said it in passing, it was a statement I frequently 
thought about over the course of this PhD research, because it resonated with both 
the theoretical and the methodological considerations I had along the way.  
 The production leader’s casual remark that I would ‘end up hearing a lot’ 
as long as I ‘just listened long enough’ reminded me of what I had been told when 
I started to regularly attend symphonic music concerts at the beginning of this 
research project. In the classical music world, the idea that an audience member 
needs to invest time and listen attentively to acquire a good understanding of the 
music is commonplace. The ideal of ‘attentive listening’ structures the expectations 
of audiences during symphonic concerts to this day: as audience member, you are 
to sit down in a comfortable chair in an acoustically optimised concert hall, at some 
distance from the musicians on stage, only to make a sound at the end of the 
performance when you are expected to applaud – in between, you are to listen in 
silence (Small, 1998: 65–66; Smithuijsen, 2001; Cressman, 2016). In Chapter 1, I 
explained that the standard of the audience as attentive listeners has been critically 
questioned in academic as well as political debates about the societal relevance of 
classical music today (O’Sullivan, 2010; Ramnarine, 2011; Raad voor Cultuur, 2014) 
and that symphony orchestras, in response, search for ways to give audience 
members new roles during concerts (Idema, 2012; Topgaard, 2014). Before I engage 
with this by examining how the notion of participation is problematised in Chapter 
3 and how exactly orchestras innovate audience participation in their practices in 
Chapter 4 and 5, it is important to understand the nature of the standard convention 
that such innovations deviate from. In this chapter, I argue that examining the 
ideal of attentive listening helps to understand the complex tensions between the 
aesthetic relevance of symphonic music and the role of the audience during its 
performance. As I will show, these tensions are both practical and theoretical.  

2

‘If you just listen long enough’ 
Theoretical and methodological 
considerations
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  In the following section, I review what role the ideal of attentive listening 
has played, and still plays, in orchestral practices. I analyse how scholars have 
explained what type of listening this is and how the convention of attentive listening 
is entangled with the orchestra as an aesthetic organisation. An exploration of 
academic literature about symphony orchestras and their attentively listening 
audiences will enable me to better understand two things: what is at stake when 
contemporary orchestras innovate audience participation and thus change the 
convention of attentive listening and what theoretical complexities this leads to 
for researchers.  
 Taking the answers I find to these questions into account, I explain my 
methodological approach and present an overview of the empirical materials that 
I analyse in the subsequent chapters. Similar to the type of listening expected from 
symphonic audiences, my methodological approach was one of ‘listening long 
enough’, of being attentive and critically engaged for a prolonged period of time. 
My empirical and ethnographic attentiveness took place while I was watching 
rehearsals, chatting with employees, experiencing concerts, helping production, 
interviewing musicians, and hanging around in a myriad of situations, but also 
while I was reading policy reports and conducting a discourse analysis. Before I 
dive deeper into these experiences, I will closely examine the conventional role of 
the audience in symphonic practice and review the ways in which other scholars 
have studied it. 

2.2 The aesthetic relevance of attentive listeners: Theoretical issues

Attentive listening has not always been the convention in the classical music world. 
Sociologists, philosophers, and historians of music have described how the concert 
etiquette of listening in silence only emerged from the early nineteenth century 
onwards (see Johnson, 1996; Smithuijsen, 2001; Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2005; Peyser, 
2006; Thorau & Ziemer, 2019). As philosopher Lydia Goehr has argued, the 
emergence of the concept of the musical work, the ‘work-concept’, in classical music 
is closely connected to this particular listening ritual. In her seminal book The 
Imaginary Museum of Musical Works (2007), Goehr presents two approaches to 
the idea of musical works in classical music. The first approach, which she calls 
‘analytical’, encompasses how philosophers have defined what musical works and 
their modes of existence are (2–3; 13–14). Goehr points out that this approach is 
limited, because it does not take into account the historical and practical character 
of the work-concept (70–86). Therefore, she turns to a historical approach and, 
on the basis of historical sources, shows how the work-concept became a regulative 
idea in classical music practices around 1800 (241–242).10 Classical music 
compositions came to be seen as works of art demanding to be performed under 

10 There is a lot of discussion about when the musical work became a regulating aesthetic ideal and whether 1800 
is too late or too early, but there is hardly any discussion about whether this was the case, as Steingo points out 
in an overview of musicological discussions (Steingo, 2014).
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the ideal of Werktreue (also referred to as the ideal of fidelity or authenticity): ‘The 
ideal of Werktreue pervaded every aspect of practice in and after 1800 with full 
regulative force’ (242). The understanding of classical music as works of art had 
far-reaching consequences for the ways in which Western classical music practices 
were organised. It articulated an emergent practice of how composers notated their 
music in a score, how musicians were expected to perform this score, and how 
audiences were to listen attentively to the musical work-as-art in silence (Goehr, 
2007: xviii; 232–242; also see Bonds, 1997; Johnson, 1996). Moreover, these 
practices materialised in the form of concert halls that were acoustically adapted 
to large symphonic compositions (Thompson, 2004; Cressman, 2016). The 
conception of Western art music as works of art shapes aesthetic as well as social 
and material norms and practices. But to what extent is the phenomenon of 
‘attentive listening’ interwoven with these norms and practices? To elucidate that, 
I follow how musicologist Mark Evan Bonds traces the origins of attentive listening 
in German-speaking countries in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
(1997; 2006; 2019).11   
 In his book Music as Thought: Listening to the Symphony in the Age of 
Beethoven (2006), Bonds historically traces how the contemplative, attentive way 
of listening emerged by studying how people listened to a symphony around 1800. 
Revisiting historical sources, ranging from novels to newspaper articles, Bonds 
unravels the origins of attentive listening in aesthetic ideals. He focusses on how 
attentive listening relates to the philosophical framework of idealism that emerged 
around the same time. ‘From an aesthetic standpoint’, he explains, ‘idealism holds 
that art and the external world are consonant with one another, not because art 
imitates the world, but because both reflect a common, higher ideal’ (2006: 12). 
Until then, music as art was expected to directly represent the world. Vocal music 
was aesthetically preferable, because it could convey real-world stories, but with 
the rise of an idealist aesthetics, this view changed (Ibid.). Increasingly, instrumental 
music came to be seen as the superior form of music, as it moved beyond mere 
representation of language (2006: 8). The emergence of an aesthetics of idealism 
thus radically changed the position and value of instrumental music, and in line 
with Goehr’s account, musical compositions began to be seen as works of art with 
an essence that should be critically and rationally engaged with, and this has 
consequences for everyone involved.12   
  Bonds describes how idealist aesthetics became inextricably entangled with 
the everyday practices of composers, performers, and listeners alike. Composers, 
for example, were no longer expected to compose music that was to be readily 
understood by the listeners; instead, they were conceived of as a ‘mediator’ between 

11 Other scholars who have rewritten music history with a focus on attentive listening include, for instance, James 
Johnson (1996) and Peter Szendy (2008), but I decided to focus here on the work of Bonds, because he writes 
about the history of listening to the symphony – a focus that relates most directly to mine. 

12 The ‘idealist aesthetics’ that Bonds focusses on underly what others have called the ‘Beethoven paradigm’ 
(Goehr, 2007; Born, 2005) and relate to the ‘Enlightenment age’ (Sigurjonsson, 2009). All of these terms relate 
to a Kantian type of aesthetics that separates aesthetic experience into its own domain. 
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a higher ideal and musical work (2006: 16).13 These mediating composers created 
increasingly complex works, with the symphony as the epitome of this complexity. 
The complexity of compositions like the symphony also had repercussions for those 
performing it. With the emergence of a fixed repertoire of complex musical works, 
the central role that amateurs had in orchestras until the early nineteenth century 
slowly started to decline (Smithuijsen, 2001: 64–65). To play and interpret large 
symphonic compositions, musicians had to specialise and the orchestras in which 
they played professionalised (Ibid.). These large symphonic works moreover were 
‘listener’s repertory par excellence’, according to Bonds:

[M]ore than any other form of instrumental music, it [the symphony] 
demanded an audience. Sonatas, trios, and quartets could be played in 
public as well, of course, but these and similar genres were just as often 
performed in private without any listeners other than the musicians 
themselves. […] intimate genres could sustain themselves quite nicely. The 
symphony, on the other hand, was never performed without an audience, 
and certainly not for the pleasure of the musicians. (2006: xx)   

The symphony was repertoire for listeners for two reasons. First of all, as large 
musical works, symphonies demanded an audience for economic reasons – the 
performances rarely turned a profit, as is still the case (Noltingk, 2017; Cottrell, 
2017). This did not hinder the success of the genre at the time. Quite contrarily, 
these poor economic conditions helped the genre to gain an ‘aura of aesthetic 
superiority’, because in line with idealist aesthetics, symphonies were not supposed 
to be commercially interesting but true ‘objects of contemplation’ (Bonds, 2006: 
2–3).   
  Consequently, and secondly, the complex symphonies resulted in a new 
responsibility for the audience: listeners needed to elevate themselves to the level 
of the composed musical work. To meaningfully engage with the emerging musical 
repertoire, the audience had to develop a specialised knowledge of it. Listening to 
new musical works increasingly became equated with thinking and intellectual 
engagement. The expectation was that listeners, just like performers, would be 
knowledgeable of the repertoire so that they were ‘Kenners’ or ‘proto professionals’ 
capable of evaluating the music performed (Smithuijsen, 2001: 66). It could be 
said that the audience, in their new role as silent listeners, became less important. 
After all, they were to keep silent, and the aesthetic value of the music was no 
longer established in their experience but resided in the musical work ‘itself’. 
However, following Bonds, I argue that the role of listeners actually became more 
important. They acquired the responsibility to actively construct the aesthetic 
meaning of the music during concerts, and their attentive listening was a means 
towards that end (Bonds, 2006: 30–31). The complexity, length, and size of the 
symphony urged audience members to listen in ‘a participatory manner’ – 
contemplating, constructing, and critically engaging with the music they heard 

13 As it is not the focus of this chapter, I will not go deeper into the role of the composer, but several authors 
have written about the phenomenon of the composer-genius; for example, see DeNora, 1995; Piotrowska, 2007.
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(Ibid.: 30). The role of the audience as attentive listeners emerged as social norm 
during concerts, but this norm is informed by the idealist aesthetic conception of 
symphonic music as autonomous works of art that need to be engaged with 
critically. Attentive listening is an aesthetic responsibility of the audience as well 
as an aesthetic norm.  
  Yet attentive listening not only existed as social and aesthetic norm, it has 
become material too. In his book Building Culture in Nineteenth-Century Amsterdam: 
The Concertgebouw, philosopher of technology and STS scholar Darryl Cressman 
explores how ideas about attentive listening, and more generally idealist aesthetic 
norms, have taken material form since the early nineteenth century. He analyses 
the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, built in 1888, as a medium that culturally and 
materially affords attentive listening: ‘Prior to a single note being performed this 
musical medium is designed for audiences to demonstrate a reverence for music 
through silent attentive listening’ (2016: 16–17). Cressman shows that architects, 
musicians, and patrons tried to realise an acoustic design with a reverberation time 
that suits the performance of the canon of musical works composed between the 
late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries – ranging from Haydn to Mahler – 
well (2016: 21). This attention to acoustics in the design of the building shows how 
attentive listening in silence was assumed to be aesthetically important, but also 
was a practical and material endeavour (103). A wide range of practitioners worked 
together to design, build, and establish what they considered to be an optimised 
listening experience. The Concertgebouw, as such, co-constitutes the relation 
between musical works and attentive listeners. Attentive listening as a phenomenon 
thus not only contributes to an aesthetic ideal, helping to shape social practices, 
but is also afforded by material objects and infrastructures.   
  In the introduction of this chapter, I asked what kind of listening attentive 
listening is and how this type of listening is entangled with the orchestra as an 
aesthetic organisation. To summarise, the historical accounts of Goehr, Bonds, and 
Cressman show how attentive listening in silence is a way of participating in 
symphonic concerts that emerged from 1800 onwards, with the rise of idealist 
aesthetics. The idea that the audience is to listen in silence during concerts is closely 
intertwined with the particular conception of music that idealist aesthetics 
produced: musical compositions are conceived of as ‘works’ of art that have an 
essence. Attentive listening emerged as a way in which audience members could 
meaningfully engage with these musical works, because it offered the audience a 
way to critically and contemplatively engage with the music to gather the meaning, 
or the essence, of the work itself. The aesthetic conception of static and given 
‘works’ stabilised and acquired a ‘naturalised appearance’ over time, informing 
both social norms and material infrastructure in symphonic music practice (Goehr, 
2007: xxv; Cressman, 2016; Bijsterveld & Schulp, 2004). These insights help me 
to understand that changing the role of the audience during a symphonic concert 
is not merely a social and practical intervention for orchestras; attentive listening 
relates to how the concert is understood as aesthetic event. This suggests that, 
when studying the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music, one 
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has to take into account material, social, and aesthetic practices and norms and 
their interconnections. In the following section, I review how these insights 
translate to contemporary orchestral practices by examining how other scholars 
in fields such as musicology and audience studies have dealt with these 
interconnections when studying the changing relations between audience and 
symphonic music today.  

Experts, musical works, and performances: Visiting the field of musicology  
Despite the pivotal and specific position of the attentive listener in symphonic 
music practice, few musicological studies focus on contemporary audience 
members.14 Instead, musicology tends to privilege composition and the composed 
musical text (Cressman, 2016: 30; also see Cook, 1998; Beard & Gloag, 2005). 
Musicologist Richard Taruskin has famously argued that this is the case because 
the field mirrors the aesthetic standards and focus of the classical music world 
itself; thus, it saw the listeners as secondary to the musical works that composers 
created (1995: 72–73).15 In other words, the idealist aesthetic conceptions that are 
part of the classical music world are also present in the musicological work that 
studies this world.   
 A musicological analysis in which it can be seen how idealist aesthetic 
conceptions are part of musicology is Why Classical Music Still Matters (2007) by 
musicologist Lawrence Kramer. The book can best be characterised as a plea for 
classical music at a time when it is losing its popularity.16 In the introduction, 
Kramer describes that he was wondering what musicologists could do to ‘help fix 
things’ (2007: 3). What certainly is not the way to go, he argues, is to have an 
expert explain all the technical information about the music and hope that listeners 
realise that the music is ‘not only “great” but also good for them’, nor does he believe 
it is a good idea to praise composers in ‘extravagantly high-minded terms’ (4). 
Instead, he wants to focus on listening, because classical music is first and foremost 
made to be listened to (16). Kramer addresses readers directly and wants to involve 
them by taking seriously personal listening practices of audience members and by 
sharing his own listening experiences and enjoyment with them.  
  However, Kramer’s book is directed at audience members of classical music, 
but is not about them. As the chapters unfold, he shares his own listening 

14 My research is not positioned within the field of musicology, and this section is by no means representative 
of the field as a whole, nor is it meant to be. Instead, I address how the field of musicology has studied (or not 
studied) the topic of audience participation in contemporary symphonic music practice and why (not). There are 
researchers with a musicological background who have travelled to other fields and conducted audience research, 
for instance, positioned in music psychology (e.g. Clarke, 2005; Toelle & Sloboda, 2019). This dissertation is more 
kin to such cross-border research.

15 Various authors have described how the twentieth-century world of classical music was focused on the musical 
autonomy of the composer and how this was related to the aesthetic paradigm (e.g. Born, 1995). 

16 Another example of a musicologist explaining the current problems in classical music practice to a more general 
audience is Julian Johnson in the book Who Needs Classical Music? Cultural Choice and Musical Value (2011 [2002]). 
I focus on Kramer’s book, because it directly addresses the issue of attentive listening. 



48

experiences and explains to readers not only how he marvelled at the musical 
works (for example, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, his String Quartet no. 12 or 
Brahms’s Clarinet Quintet) but also about their composers, musical structures, and 
ways in which they are performed (e.g. 36–37; 72–75; 105–107). Kramer presents 
listening to classical music as an analytical type of listening, and he attempts to 
open up this type of listening to his readers. In doing so, he reproduces the existing 
aesthetic convention in classical music practice: the idea that to participate in an 
aesthetically meaningful way in the symphonic concert, one has to critically and 
contemplatively engage with the musical work itself. Kramer, then, takes the 
position of the expert who can explain what these conventions are and how anyone 
interested might learn them.   
 Kramer’s book addresses audience members directly, but also mirrors the 
aesthetic conventions of the classical music world and is therewith typical for 
traditional musicological work in two ways: in terms of its analytical focus and the 
position of the researcher. In an article in which he compares ‘new musicologies’ 
with ‘old musicologies’, ethnomusicologist Jonathan Stock outlines how traditional 
musicology’s identification with the classical music world has led many musicologists 
to speak from a position of ‘personal authority’ in their research: 

As a musical expert within the culture in question, the musicologist (and 
particularly the theorist) typically sees little need to consult with, say, 
members of the nearest symphony orchestra, their managers, or their 
audiences before composing a paper on Beethoven’s symphonies. […] To 
point this out is not to accuse the musicologist of elitism; on the contrary, 
when he or she provides specialist insights into aspects of Western musical 
heritage the musicologist acts as a responsible member of society, sharing 
his or her expert learning with the musical community as a whole. The 
musicologist thus assumes a role as educator, a shaper of ideas about 
certain kinds of music, which no other musician can so effectively fulfill. 
(Stock, 1998: 53)

This position as expert within the classical music community, however, has had 
consequences for the analytical focus in musicological work, according to Stock. 
In line with the idealist conception of music as works of art, typical units of study 
for musicology have been ‘the individual composer, the score, [and] idealized 
performances’ (1998: 42). These are taken as the aesthetic core of musical practices, 
because they are closely associated with the musical work itself.   
 Since the 1990s, musicologists such as Nicholas Cook and Georgina Born 
have problematised how their discipline has unreflexively adopted the particular 
conception of classical music that emerged from idealist aesthetics – a conception 
that assumes an aesthetic core that resides in musical works (Cook, 1998: 82; Born, 
2010; also see Taruskin, 2005). As musicologist and anthropologist Georgina Born 
points out: what music is in musicology has been underpinned by the assumption 
that ‘music’s core being has nothing to do with the “social”’ (2007: 208). She 
explains that musicology has presumed a ‘conceptual dualism’ in which ‘the “social” 
is extraneous to “music”, and equivalent to “context”, such that the appropriate 
focus in music scholarship is self-evidently on the “music itself”’ (Ibid.). As a result 
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of this understanding of music, a ‘wedge between the real-life experience of music 
and the academic discipline based on it’ emerged, argues Nicholas Cook (2013: 4). 
In other words, musicology’s assumption of idealist aesthetics has led to a view of 
classical music practice that distinguishes between ‘the work itself’, which is 
aesthetically relevant, and the social practices that exist in service of that aesthetic 
work itself. The consequence of this is that ‘any concern to trace the mutual 
mediation of musical sounds and social processes is placed outside of the conceptual 
bounds of musicology’ and that leads to musicology being a retrospective discipline 
(Cook, 2008: 58, as cited in Born, 2010: 214). That means that contemporary 
symphonic music practices are analysed in relation to a given aesthetic framework 
that often excludes or downplays their social context.   
  In an attempt to move beyond the understanding of the aesthetic musical 
work itself versus its social context, Cook and Born worked on establishing a 
‘relational musicology’ (Cook, 2001; 2012; 2018; Born, 2010). As the term suggests, 
it proposes a relational understanding of musical meaning: 

I think of meaning as something that emerges through the interaction 
between different texts or practices (between works and performances, 
between different media), and that is accordingly negotiated at the point of 
reception. In other words meaning is not intrinsic but arises from 
relationships, and that’s why I speak of relational musicology. (Cook, 2010: 
1, as cited in Abels, 2016: 137) 

Relational musicology attempts to replace the focus of traditional musicology on 
musical works with a focus on the practices and relations of classical music to be 
able to examine contemporary practices and how these may emerge differently 
than in the past. This has consequences for the position of the researcher, the 
methods used, as well as the analytical focus. Cook contends that the ‘detached, 
non-participant viewpoint’ of traditional musicology should be complemented by 
accounts that follow how musical meaning emerges in and between different texts 
and practices ‘by being in the middle of [them]’ (1998: 84). Researchers should 
thus adopt an empirical approach to study contemporary classical music practice. 
The analytical focus of such research subsequently shifts, in Cook’s evocative words, 
‘from page to stage’ (2013; also see 2001; 2018).   
  In his book Beyond the Score: Music as Performance, building on the 
interdisciplinary field of performance studies, Cook has empirically studied how 
meaning is created in and through the act of performance in classical music (2013). 
Even though he advocates a move from page to stage, this does not mean Cook 
aims to do away with the score or argue it is not important in classical music 
practice. Instead, he tries to move away from its association with intrinsic and 
eternal aesthetic quality, and analyses how it works and is worked with in practice. 
Accordingly, he theorises classical music ‘as performance – as a social event in 
which meaning is produced’ (2013: 7). This can, according to Floris Schuiling, be 
read as a critique of the work-concept: 
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[…] a central element of Cook’s argument for a performative turn in 
musicology has been his critique of the ‘paradigm of reproduction’ in 
thinking about performance – the idea that performance is a matter of 
‘bringing out something that is already there in the score, composed into it 
and just waiting to be released by the performer’. (Schuiling: 2019a: 252, 
referring to Cook, 2013: 338) 

Schuiling himself empirically studies how scores and different sorts of notations 
are not a mere representation of musical works, but mediators that are used in 
musical practice and are part of the creative process of performing (2016; 2019b). 
Even though Schuiling and Cook do not address the audience directly, their work 
brings us closer to a different approach to the audience and the role of this audience 
within musical practice. The audience’s listening too has often been (unconsciously) 
presumed as something ‘already there’ – entrenched in the idealist aesthetics that 
elevate the musical work. Cook’s turn away from the paradigm of reproduction 
and towards the heterogeneous relations that constitute music allows for a different 
approach to musical practice. It encourages researchers  to examine what emerges 
in the musical practices they study, and to be open to the meanings produced there. 
His work advocates a constructivist approach to musical practice, an approach that 
requires empirical research of musical practices, and argues for using methods 
such as ethnographic observation (Cook, 1998: 78–79; 2013: 250–256; Clarke & 
Cook, 2004). This empirical, relational musicological research breaks with the 
dualist underpinning of symphonic practice; instead, it examines what emerges in 
practice as aesthetically relevant. This approach resonates with the music 
sociological work that I will discuss later. However, in musicology, I have not found 
studies that empirically analyse the relations between audience members and 
symphony orchestras nor that examine the role of attentive listening in contemporary 
practice. In response to this gap, around the millennial turn, a new multidisciplinary 
field was born to address the role of the audience: audience studies.  

Motivations, (dis)likes, and experiences: Exploring audience studies 
Although audience and reception studies have formally always been part of fields 
such as musicology, art history, and theatre studies, research that exclusively 
focussed on audience experiences was often met with scepticism in these fields, 
according to the editors of the journal Participations: Journal of Audience & 
Reception Studies, which was founded in 2003.17 Ever since, the multidisciplinary 
field of audience studies has been developing rapidly. It is not so much one coherent 
discipline, but rather a collection of multidisciplinary studies that focus on audience 
experience and build on insights from cultural studies, anthropology, sociology, 
(music) psychology, economics, as well as reception studies in arts disciplines like 
musicology and art history. Audience studies covers all types of art and also includes 
the audiences of popular media, but I will focus exclusively on those studies 

17 See the web page on which Participations: Journal of Audience and Reception Studies explains the reasons for 
its foundation: https://www.participations.org/about.htm 
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concerned with classical music audiences. These studies are conducted by 
researchers who have various backgrounds, but who share their use of empirical 
approaches to understand the experiences and motivations of audience members 
who participate in classical music concerts (e.g. Pitts, 2005a; Pitts, 2010; Dobson, 
2010a; 2010b; Bennett, 2012; Crawford et al., 2014; Burland & Pitts, 2016; Sloboda 
& Ford, 2018).   
  In her book Valuing Musical Participation, Stephanie Pitts aims to develop 
a ‘detailed picture of how and why performers and listeners engage with the music 
of their choice’ (2005a: 1–2; also see Pitts et al., 2013). Other than the majority of 
studies I will discuss in this section, Pitts examines both listeners and performers.18 
She includes audience members during classical concerts in the category of 
‘participants’ – they, too, take part in the concert as social event during which 
musical meaning is produced. She thinks that the audience’s experiences are ‘rich, 
varied, and highly personal’ and thus deserve more scholarly attention (2005a: 
95–96). The aim of this is twofold. On the one hand, Pitts, and the field of audience 
studies more generally, actively depart from the tendency of musicological research 
to focus on the musical text and the idealised listener within that. Instead, she 
empirically researches the understanding of audience members as participants in 
classical music concerts. On the other, as Pitts, Dobson, Gee, and Spencer note, 
audience research is also prompted by concerns over the ageing of the live audience 
for classical music (2013: 66; Kolb, 2001; Cottrell, 2004). The premise is that, by 
better understanding audience members, audience studies may help classical music 
practice in times of crisis by offering a deeper understanding of the likes, dislikes, 
and experiences of audience members when they visit classical music concerts. 
These two aims are united in studies that try to tease out ‘what [it is] that people 
seek from live events’ (Sloboda & Ford, 2019: 189). Audience studies thus aims to 
reach a better understanding of the experiences of classical music audiences by 
empirically studying them, and the insights this leads to might also help classical 
music practice in today’s circumstances, with allegedly decreasing and ageing 
audiences.   
  Melissa Dobson’s article ‘New Audiences for Classical Music: The Experience 
of non-attenders at Live Orchestral Concerts’ (2010a) is an example of a study that 
combines the two aims of audience studies. Dobson explores the experiences of 
audience members who are new to classical music. In her literature review, Dobson 
outlines existing audience research and argues that orchestras need more research 
on those who do not attend their concerts to find strategies to include and reach 
new audiences (Kolb, 2000; Dobson & Pitts, 2012). Dobson designed a study in 
which she invited what she calls ‘non-attenders’, people who are culturally 
interested but have never been to an orchestral concert, to attend three symphonic 

18 This is more remarkable than it may sound. Pitts’s book includes chapters that focus on performers’ experiences 
and audience members’ experiences – and even though they are divided into separate chapters, her work is one 
of the few examples in audience studies that does not exclusively focus on the audience and their experience. 
One other example is an article by Pitts et al. in which they examine how classical music performers perceive 
their audience (2013: 67–68).
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music concerts. Her methods are typical for mainstream audience research: 
empirical data are collected through focus groups and interviews that aim to record 
the individual experiences of her participants (2010a: 113–114).   
  In the analysis of her material, Dobson focusses on the challenges the 
participants in the study encountered when they attended the orchestral concerts. 
For instance, they experienced a lack of knowledge about ‘the music’ and felt self-
conscious about this. Asking participants what they enjoyed, she notices the 
importance of being given insights into how the performers worked and a view 
behind the scenes (120). Dobson shows empirically that the idea of symphonic 
music as static works of art still influences how audience members experience 
concerts. The participants she followed tend to think of the music as a ‘predetermined, 
static product’ (123). Rather than reflecting on the reasons behind this and what 
implications this has, she concludes this is an issue that should be solved: the 
audience members feel intimidated by it. In her conclusions, Dobson moves on to 
recommendations for orchestras to solve this issue: she advises orchestras and 
their marketing departments to instead promote ‘classical performance as the 
result of a process of collaboration and interpretation, shaped by and reliant on 
the qualities of the musicians involved’ – for instance, by organising open rehearsals 
or having a presenter during the concert (Ibid.).   
 This way of working, in which individual audience members’ experiences 
are analysed, problems that these audience members come across in their concert 
visits diagnosed, and solutions proposed to orchestras to ease audiences’ problematic 
experiences, is typical for audience research. As such, audience studies researcher 
Martin Barker notes that audience studies focus on pointing out the likes and 
dislikes of audience members and take the difficulties they experience as problems 
to be solved by orchestras (2005: 126). What is lacking, however, is a deeper and 
critical reflection on the nature of the symphonic concert and the roots of the 
difficulties that audience members experience (Ibid.). The social rituals and 
experiences of audience members are at the centre of analysis, but the concert is 
no longer discussed or analysed against the background of the aesthetic ideals that 
underpin such practice, even though historical research into attentive listening 
shows that this way of participating in classical music cannot be seen as separate 
from such aesthetic roots. Although Pitts et al. suggest that ‘isolating the [aesthetic] 
quality from the social experience is a false separation’ (2013: 86), aesthetic quality 
is not examined or questioned in most audience studies research. Instead, the focus 
remains on everything around what is performed onstage. This led to a vocabulary, 
consisting of terms such as barriers, target groups, and audience development, 
that is now commonly used in the field of audience studies in analyses of the 
relations between orchestras and their audiences (e.g. Kotlet & Scheff, 1997; 
Maitland, 2000; Arseculeratne, 2016). Audience members are understood to have 
a role that is separate from what happens onstage, and this understanding is like 
a mirror image of idealist aesthetics.  
 Over the past several years, scholars have been pointing out this lack of 
attention to the aesthetic dimensions of performances in audience studies as a 
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problem (Lindelof, 2015; Sigurjonsson, 2009; 2010). Professor in audiences and 
mediated life Anja Mølle Lindelof argues that notions such as ‘audience development’ 
‘ignore crucial social and aesthetic dimensions of performance’ (2015: 201). Even 
when aesthetic expressions are addressed, these are dealt with as an entity that is 
separate from audience experiences (208). Njordur Sigurjonsson, who works on 
cultural policy and researches the notion of ‘audience development’, argues that 
much of audience studies literature reinforces the image that audience participation 
matters and should be changed by orchestras to survive in the future, but that in 
doing so, there is a tendency to reduce the listener to a consumer whose expectations 
and wishes should be met better (2010: 268–270). He wonders where the aesthetics 
are:

[…] if the answer is to broaden the audience base by changing the classical 
concert, what do those changes mean in terms of the artistic integrity of 
the orchestra? Without exploring the aesthetical meanings and creative 
merits changes to presentation and to the ‘concert experience,’ how can 
changes to the classical concert be a straightforward enterprise? (273)

These questions go to the core of this dissertation: how can I analyse the innovation 
of audience participation in symphonic practice without losing sight of or 
presupposing the aesthetic norms that are vital parts of these practices? 
Sigurjonsson points out how difficult this question is: ‘neither the “artwork” 
paradigm […] nor the marketing-infused “audience development” advocacy could 
properly account for many orchestra events that challenge the prevailing paradigm’ 
(2009: 197). Just like the musicological research I discussed in the previous section, 
audience studies do not conduct research that is relational in the sense that Cook 
and Born proposed (Born, 2010; Cook, 2012). Instead, the conception of the 
aesthetic musical work itself versus the social practices that support it resurfaces 
in audience studies. Audience studies scholarship also presumes who and what to 
study in advance, namely the social relations and experiences of audience 
members.   
  How can a perspective be found that breaks with the understanding of 
symphonic music practice that we have seen in both musicology and audience 
studies? This is particularly difficult, because, as we have seen earlier in this 
chapter, symphonic music practices themselves and the role of audiences in them 
are also co-shaped by idealist aesthetics (Bonds, 2006). In line with the work-
concept, symphonic music is conceptualised as a collection of autonomous works 
of art that are a given, static whole that should be performed and listened to (Goehr, 
2007). As I have shown above, this aesthetic conception of symphonic music leads 
to a dichotomous understanding of practice: there is the musical work itself (found 
in the musical text, compositions, idealised performances) and the social context 
around it, supporting the aesthetic core. Both in musicology and in audience 
studies, this understanding of symphonic music is often unreflexively assumed in 
studies of contemporary orchestras. The problem of this understanding of 
symphonic music, as Georgina Born points out, is that it presumes which elements 
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of musical practice should be focussed on (just the audience or mainly the 
performers on stage) and leaves little room for studying what new things may 
emerge in contemporary practice (Born, 2010). To study the innovation of audience 
participation, then, asks for reflections on how to avoid lapsing into existing 
presumptions. Finding an alternative way to study contemporary orchestral 
practices is thus both a theoretical and a methodological challenge. I need an 
approach that, on the one hand, allows me to not a priori assume the standard 
aesthetic framework and, on the other hand, enables me to empirically bring into 
view the heterogeneity of orchestral practices. Theoretically, this requires a 
reconceptualisation of symphonic music as art and the role of the audience in 
symphonic practice.  

From musical work to work-to-be-done?  
Recently, music sociologist Antoine Hennion has been looking for an alternative 
way to ontologically conceptualise music. Since the 1980s, Hennion has been 
working on a mode of analysis for music that does not presume musical works and 
their value, but instead empirically investigates the complex whole of heterogeneous 
‘mediators’ that constitute music (Hennion & Farías, 2016: 79-80; Hennion, 2015 
[1993]; 2016a; 2016b).19 Building on this research on music’s mediations – which 
I will discuss in more depth in the next section – Hennion argues that, to move 
away from either understanding music as autonomous artworks or as social 
practice, the dominant aesthetic conception of music should be challenged 
(Hennion, 2008; 2016b; 2017b; 2019). Inspired by pragmatist philosophy, he 
explores what it would yield to use an aesthetic understanding that conceptualises 
music as never closed or finished, but always ‘still in the process of making’ (James, 
1909: 22, as cited in Hennion, 2019: 52).20   
  In his search, Hennion turns to the work of French philosopher Étienne 
Souriau, who proposes an alternative ontology of art as ‘work-to-be-done’ (oeuvre 
à faire) (Hennion, 2019: 42; Souriau, 2015 [1956]; also see Latour, 2011; 2013; 
Stengers & Latour, 2015). This notion does not refer to works that are still waiting 
to be finished by their maker(s).21 Instead, and more fundamentally, the 
understanding of art as work-to-be-done challenges the idea of creation: creation 
implies the agency of a maker – a sculptor, composer, painter, musician – in the 

19 Hennion’s work bears similarities with STS work on scientific laboratories and Actor-Network Theory (ANT). 
However, he did not so much build on the work of STS scholars. Rather, their work has shared roots: Callon, Latour, 
and Hennion worked at the same institute, the Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation in Paris, as they developed 
their theories that dealt with science and music, respectively (see Hennion, 2016a for more on this history).

20 Around the same time Bruno Latour started exploring how pragmatist philosophy could help redefine empirical 
philosophy as well (see Latour, 2013; De Vries, 2016). In this section, I refer to Latour’s work where relevant, but 
mainly focus on Hennion as he explicitly addresses the ontology of music. 

21 Souriau’s work-to-be-done does not so much relate to, for instance, Bourriaud’s (1998) relational aesthetics, 
which refers to a specific kind of artworks that need an audience to be ‘completed’, but it is more akin to Gadamer’s 
hermeneutical account of art as game, because it emphasises that any art is never finished, but always in-the-
making and to-be-done (cf. Peters, 2019: 15–17; Gadamer, 2014 [1960]). 
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making process and this process is headed towards an end result.  Souriau proposes 
to use the term ‘instauration’ instead of ‘creation’ (Hennion, 2017b: 78; 2019; 
Latour, 2013). Instauration helps to emphasise two characteristics of music as 
work-to-be-done that I will explain in more detail: its reciprocal character and its 
normative force.  
  First, instauration breaks with the common view of a one-directional 
making process, and instead develops an iterative understanding of the making of 
art: artworks are continuously part of an ‘active and reciprocal process’ (Hennion, 
2017b: 78). Hennion explains: ‘the human who ‘creates’ something does not start 
from nothing. This is why Souriau spoke of instauration: the artist is not the 
principle and source of her creation; she receives help and support from the work 
itself’ (2019: 56).22 Instauration thus implies a double action: the artwork is being 
made, or rather brought into existence, but it also affords its own making.   
  The examples that Souriau draws on, however, seem to suggest that 
instauration merely focuses on the relation between material and maker. He, for 
instance, writes about a sculptor and his clay and how they together bring the 
sculpture into existence (see Souriau, 2015 [1956]: 128). This image results in a 
simplified view of what is involved in arts practices. It does not attend to the 
complex empirical reality of the practice of for example a symphony orchestra. 
Hennion argues that instauration includes more than maker and material, it 
radically includes the ‘co-formation of the work, its frame of appreciation and the 
sensibility of a listener’ as part of music as art (2008: 40). The co-formation that 
instauration implies is particularly relevant to further explore in the context of 
this dissertation, because it understands the practical organisation of performances 
and the listener’s experience as an inherent part of music as work-to-be-done. 
Important to note here is that Hennion does not use the word ‘experience’ in the 
everyday sense of the work. Instead, building on the work of William James, 
experience does not solely refer to the experienced objects or others, but contends 
that ‘the relations that connect experiences must themselves be experienced 
relations, and any kind of relation experienced must be accounted as “real” as 
anything else in the system’ (James, 1996 [1912]: 42, as cited in De Vries, 2016: 
167). A consequence of this understanding is that one and the same experience 
may have various functions: 

For example, if we observe a shoal of fish in a river, we may conclude that 
we have seen fish (the fish being the object of what we see); but we may 
also observe that the quality of the river-water has improved […]). As a 
consequence, for James, values are as perceptible in experience as facts are. 
(De Vries, 2016: 168)

This emphasis on values brings us to the second characteristic of instauration: it 
implies and takes seriously that there is a ‘normative force’ inherent to art as 

22 The notion of instauration bears similarities with Tim Ingold’s concept of the ‘correspondence’ as it emphasises 
iterative dialogues between maker and material and stresses their co-dependence (Ingold, 2013).
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work-to-be-done.      
   Instauration does not only stress the reciprocal motion of the notion of 
work-to-be-done, it also expresses – more strongly than ‘creation’ or ‘construction’ 
– the idea of ‘incomplete worlds, made of realities that are then “calling us” because 
they need to be sustained to get “more” existence’ (Hennion, 2017b: 78). Being 
‘incomplete’ or ‘to-be-done’ at all times, means that the arts come come with 
obligations and responsibilities:  

what interests Souriau above all […] has to do with the quality, the 
excellence of the work produced […] Everything depends on what you are 
going to do next, and you alone have the competence to do it, and you don’t 
know how. […] You’re not in control, and yet there’s no one else to take 
charge. (Latour, 2013: 160-161)

Instauration renders visible the riskiness of finding out how to do well, to reach 
excellence without having ‘a pre-existing model’ of how to do so (Latour, 2013: 
161; also see De Vries, 2016; Hennion, 2017b). Artworks, then, have an open 
ontological status that is capable of making one do something – capable of worrying 
you’ (Latour, 2013: 161). Instauration introduces value judgement and quality not 
as after the fact evaluative activity, but as inherent part of art as work-to-be-
done.  
  In sum, the notion of the work-to-be-done radically understands music as 
reciprocal and iterative process and requires researchers to examine the normative 
force and value judgements that emerge in this process. It challenges the common 
idealist view of a musical work that has been created by a composer, and that has 
an inherent quality that should be understood (by listeners) and worked towards 
(by performers) that we have come to recognise earlier this chapter. Throughout 
this book, I set out to examine what the understanding of music as work-to-be-
done might yield for the study of audience participation and the innovation thereof 
in symphonic music. As I noted before, however, adopting a different ontology of 
music is methodologically difficult because idealist aesthetics and the corresponding 
idea of the autonomous musical work are still dominant in symphonic music 
practice and do regulate the ways in which symphony orchestras work (see Goehr, 
2007; Sigurjonsson, 2009: 198).   
  Whereas Hennion focusses on the theoretical and ontological issue, Njordur 
Sigurjonsson explores how a pragmatist conception of music as art could also 
provide an opportunity to change the terms and ways of thinking in classical music 
practice (2009: 24). He argues that the work of pragmatist philosopher John Dewey 
can be used ‘to somehow imaginatively think beyond dualities that govern thinking 
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about the matter of art’ (Ibid.).23 In his dissertation ‘Variations on the Act of 
Listening’, Sigurjonsson explores how Dewey’s work can form an analytical source 
to regard symphony orchestras’ ‘audience development’ in new ways. He explains 
that Dewey’s work critically questions the idea that art can be divorced from the 
experience of art and its role in our lives (2009: 53–54; 198; Dewey, 1980). Dewey 
challenges ‘the “high-art” conceptualisation of music by shifting attention to the 
aesthetic experience in life and in commonplace experiences’ (55). This shift of 
attention, however, should not be seen as a foundational shift, but rather as an 
attempt at opening up the discourse on symphonic music as art, according to 
Sigurjonsson (2009: 55). Focussing on the experiences of art and fundamentally 
understanding these as inherent parts of the aesthetic work helps to open up the 
researcher’s view to the various elements that play a role in symphonic practice 
and to problematise and question the current strict divide between the audience 
and the musical work itself in symphonic music practices.  
  Both Hennion and Sigurjonsson draw on pragmatist philosophy to challenge 
the dominant aesthetic conception of symphonic music. Throughout this 
dissertation, I will join them in this exploration in an empirical manner. How might 
the pragmatist conception of the work-to-be-done offer a way to approach 
symphonic music practices without adopting the practice’s own assumptions about 
itself and thus reproducing the divide that I observed in the division of tasks 
between musicology and audience studies? I will explore what this approach yields 
when studying the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music. The 
next section outlines how I develop such an approach methodologically. If music 
as an art can only exist through the accumulation of its work-to-be-done, then to 
study music as a practice is to trace the ‘mediations’ relevant to what we want to 
understand (Hennion, 2015 [1993]; Born & Barry, 2018). Building on music 
sociology’s ‘mediation theory’ and neighbouring work in STS, I explain how I will 
empirically study the innovation of audience participation in contemporary 
symphonic practice without presuming their pre-existing aesthetic frameworks.

2.3 Symphonic music in practice and in action: Methodological approach 

In the sociology of art and music, several authors have worked on developing 
methodological approaches to unravel the collaborative, practical, and material 
work necessary to perform artworks and make them function as art in the world 
(Becker, 1982; Becker et al., 2006; Small, 1998). On the topic of symphonic music, 
sociologist Christopher Small has famously examined the practical and social 
dynamics in classical music practice in his book Musicking: The Meaning of 

23 It should be noted that Sigurjonsson draws on the work of John Dewey, whereas Hennion builds on William 
James, even though he acknowledges that Souriau’s instauration resonates with Dewey’s philosophy too (Hennion, 
2017b: 78). Rather than explicating the differences between the approaches of Hennion and Sigurjonsson, I focus 
on what they have in common. What their turn to pragmatist philosophy shares and what is crucial in the context 
of this dissertation is their aim of wanting to challenge ‘the Enlightenment conception of art, its categories and 
divisions’ (Sigurjonsson, 2009: 60). 
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Performing and Listening (1998). In the book, he coins the term musicking, which 
means to ‘take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by 
performing, by listening, by rehearsing, or practising, by providing material for 
performance (what is called composition), or by dancing’ (1998: 9–10). Through 
the notion of musicking, Small establishes a focus on symphonic music as a practice 
‘in action’: a practice that necessarily consists of various activities, from producing 
and distributing to performing, enjoying, and experiencing. Musical meaning, 
according to Small, emerges in and through these activities. Such sociological work 
underlines the complexity of musical practice, the variety of elements that constitute 
the symphonic concert, and stresses the need for empirical approaches to study 
this heterogeneous complexity.24 But what does it empirically mean to understand 
the heterogeneous activities and actors that constitute the symphonic concert as 
part of the musical ‘work-to-be-done’, as Antoine Hennion calls it? And how to 
analyse in what ways the innovation of audience participation might challenge 
existing ways of working, thinking, and evaluating in orchestral practice?   
  As I referred to before, music sociologists Antoine Hennion, Tia DeNora, 
and Georgina Born have developed a sociology of ‘mediation’, which aims to study 
the construction of musical value and musical taste in everyday contexts – from 
production studios to amateur’s homes (DeNora, 1995; 2003; 2004; Hennion, 1999; 
2001; 2004; 2007; 2015 [1993]; Gomart & Hennion, 1999; Born, 2005; Born & 
Barry, 2018). Often, when we speak of ‘mediation’ in the context of the arts, we 
might think of a theory of symbolisation in which artworks are understood as signs 
used by social groups or of individuals or institutions that mediate between the 
artistic object and the audience. As Born and Barry note, the notion of mediation 
has a rich history and various meanings in relation to music (2018: 443).25 In the 
sociology of mediation, however, the notion of ‘mediation’ refers to the 
‘heterogeneous tissue (human, material, corporal, collective…), with its resistances 
and cumulative effects (a keyboard, a sound, a scale, the body of the instrumentalist, 
limited space and time…)’ that constitutes music (Hennion, 2016b: 294). Mediation 
is meant to redirect researchers’ focus to the multiple ways in which music is 
always and continuously in-the-making, always in a process of instauration 
(Hennion, 2016b; 2019). Methodologically, this implies that researchers should 
study how all of these different elements ‘hang together’; it asks for an empirical 
focus on the ‘process of emerging’, as Hennion calls it (2016b: 294).   
  Mediation theory’s aim to approach mediators of all sorts (from a keyboard 
to the body of an audience member) without a priori presuming how they relate 

24 Recently, scholars have argued for a field of ‘classical concert studies’, which, as the name suggests, has the 
classical concert as its main object of research (Tröndle, 2020; Tröndle & Bishop, 2020; Toelle & Sloboda, 2019; 
Cook, 2020). Martin Tröndle proposes a research agenda that explores the wide range of factors that co-constitute 
each concert, from the performance on stage to the staging and talks in the foyer afterwards (Tröndle, 2020: 1). 
This dissertation contributes to this newly proposed field, but is not exclusively focussed on classical concerts 
but rather on symphonic music practice.

25 See Born and Barry (2018) for an overview of the meanings that mediation has been given in relation to music; 
see Prior (2011) for an overview of mediation theory. 
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and which ones are relevant to examine is akin to STS and, in particular, to the 
body of work on actor–network theory (ANT) (Law & Callon, 1989; Latour, 2005; 
Law, 2017). ANT is notoriously difficult to summarise in a simple and concise 
manner, but key in the context of mediation theory is that it can be understood as 
a method that helps scholars to bypass the dualism between humans and non-
humans and that it works towards a ‘generalised symmetry’ (Law, 2017: 42).26 It 
downplays our urge to grant humans more agency and aims to agnostically analyse 
how the practices studied are organised (Callon, 1984). Instead of asking why 
certain practices exist, it maps and unravels how they are formed, held together 
as networks by a wide variety of heterogeneous actors. Any actor, from scientist 
or lab coat to test tube or idea, can be important in the construction of social 
situations. However, the fact that heterogeneous actors are taken into account is 
not the point of mediation theory nor of ANT; it is a means to an end, acknowledging 
how ‘things, bodies, sound, spaces, surfaces, and so on, partake in musicking’ is 
necessary to move beyond ‘a mistaken dichotomy’ (Krogh, 2018: 534). In mediation 
theory, mediators are neither mere instruments to serve what is actually important 
– ‘the artwork itself’ – nor are they ‘merely’ social context. What they are, is exactly 
the methodological focus. Mediation’s focus on how webs of mediators come to 
hang together is illustrated well in Krogh’s description of a choral rehearsal:

[I]magine what would happen if at the outset of a concert the conductor 
forgot her tuning fork; or if the stage was insufficiently lit; or if the room’s 
acoustics did not allow the singers to actually hear one another; or if podia 
were not supplied to those in the back, making it impossible for them to see 
the conductor. In these and numerous other cases, most likely the human 
collective would have difficulties manifesting itself in an act of communal 
music making, at least as expected by performers and/or audience. (Krogh, 
2018: 536)

Rather than aiming to simply list everything that may be involved in musical 
practice, the notion of mediation helps to analyse the ‘complex ways the social and 
the aesthetic are embedded in and activate one another’ in musical practice (Prior, 
2011: 122). As such, mediation moves beyond reducing musical practice to either 
‘a mere support to social rites (of distinction, power, identity…), as if there were 
no object there’, or ‘a world of autonomous works that performers would only play 
and media only record’ (Hennion, 2017: 406). In other words, it helps the researcher 
to shift attention to how mediators in practice relate to each other and function in 
action. The analytical focus, then, is more on how the practice functions (in multiple 
ways), what it becomes and which norms this involves, and not on what it is or 
how it should be.  
  Approaching musical practice as a web of mediators or a network of actors 
to be studied helps researchers to postpone judgement of it and to avoid ideal-
typical characterisations of the practices they analyse (Benschop, 2015: 54–55; 

26 For examples of seminal empirical studies, see, for instance, Latour’s work on Pasteur (1988) or Callon’s study 
of scallops of St. Brieuc Bay (1984). 
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2019). Ruth Benschop, discussing the debates about aesthetic and societal relevance 
of the arts, describes that prescriptive positioning in these debates often draws on 
(self-formulated) ideals: that autonomy of the arts should be safeguarded or what 
type of audience participation is desirable (52–53). The problem, however, Benschop 
contends, is that such ideals are mostly helpful to evaluate and not so fruitful to 
those who wish to explore and question changing artistic practices (54). The 
symmetrical approach developed in both music sociology and STS throughout this 
dissertation forms a means for me to remain focussed on the phenomenon of the 
innovation of audience participation in symphonic music, without wanting to 
define or judge it beforehand.   
 Practically, this asks researchers to carefully consider their position when 
conducting empirical research in musical practice and to ‘leave her checklist at 
home and take her notebook firmly in hand’ (Benschop, 2015: 56). Sophia Krzys 
Acord and Tia DeNora argue that the empirical researcher, when examining musical 
practices, should not 

be a critic or director but [has] to be interested in the local aesthetics that 
inform the production of the performance. [The researcher] must not 
interpret actions using her or his presumptions of culture (established 
representations, static meanings, etc.) as resources but, instead, needs to 
look at how actors themselves make links and produce cultural significance 
in everyday life, to illuminate their resources as they locate them. (2008: 
233)  

Referring to the work of Antoine Hennion, DeNora argues that 

while music may be, or may seem to be, interlinked to ‘social’ matters […] 
such links should not be assumed. Rather, they need to be specified 
(observed and described) at their levels of operation, for instance in terms 
of how they are established and come to act. (DeNora, 2004: 38)27 

The researchers, then, have to move along with what they observe in practice and 
make an effort to describe in a detailed manner what they encounter.   
  What I methodologically gather from mediation theory and ANT then is 
an empirical attention to the heterogeneous mediators that constitute musical 
practice and in particular a focus on how these mediators are interrelated in order 
to bring music into (an extended) existence. It informs an empirical approach, 
moreover, that makes an effort to unassume what a ‘good’ symphonic concert is 
and what relevant places are to go and study audience participation. However, as 
I have shown earlier, traditional aesthetic ideals are still part of the practices of 
contemporary orchestras, the work-concept still structures how concerts are 
organised and what is expected of and by audiences. So I will need to find ways to 

27 In his book The Passion for Music, Hennion illustrates extensively how researchers make assumptions about 
the relations of music to social matters by closely looking at classic sociological books and articles. Through 
analysing these texts, he shows how many sociologists, from the outset of their research, already assume the 
relation between music and the local settings they study, which then prevents them from examining what emerges 
in these settings (2015 [1993]: 11–12).
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not disregard norms, ways of working, and quality criteria that are informed by 
idealist aesthetics, but to empirically examine how norms and qualities ‘work’ in 
symphonic practice. It will be a challenge throughout this dissertation to consider 
existing aesthetic norms and standards in orchestral practice as part of my analysis, 
but not unreflexively assume them as true and unchangeable. This means that, in 
addition to the empirical attention to how heterogeneous mediators hang together 
that mediation theory and ANT offer, I also need methodological tools to examine 
how exactly both old and new norms and values structure symphonic music 
practices at the moment they innovate audience participation. To address this 
matter, I leave musical practice behind for a moment to, once again, join a group 
of STS scholars that are particularly skilled at studying norms and values in 
practice: philosophers of technology who have developed a pragmatist ethics 
(Keulartz et al., 2004; Swierstra, 2015; Swierstra et al., 2009; Van de Werff, 2017; 
Swierstra et al., 2010).   

Following (aesthetic) norms in action   
Building on the work of pragmatist philosopher John Dewey, philosophers of 
technology have developed a pragmatist ethics that enables them to empirically 
analyse how emerging technologies influence and change norms and values – the 
ideas of what is ‘good’ in everyday practices. This is one of the examples that Joseph 
Keulartz, Maartje Schermer, Michiel Korthals, and Tsjalling Swierstra address in 
their article ‘Ethics in Technological Culture: A Programmatic Proposal for a 
Pragmatist Approach’ (2004). In it, the authors argue that, in traditional ethics, 
scholars have the tendency, even when they study innovative situations, to 
understand new developments on the basis of a moral framework that they 
understand to be pre-existing (12). In the case of biotechnology, this means that 
proponents use ‘continuity arguments’ (there is nothing new under the sun; 
something similar already exists), and opponents make use of ‘slippery slope 
arguments’ (once we take a step in this direction, these developments will inevitably 
lead to a whole series of steps) (11–12). What these arguments have in common is 
that they trace the new back to the old; they are based on a realist idea of normativity: 
norms are unchangeable givens that steer our behaviour.   
  Countering this, pragmatist ethics understands normativity as emergent 
in and through everyday practices. Empirically, this means that researchers need 
to ‘focus on the acting individual in concrete practices where dilemmas and 
challenges occur’ (Van de Werff, 2017: 23). This is, however, not as easy as it may 
sound, as Tsjalling Swierstra explains: 

An interesting observation about morality is that it largely exists in the 
form of routines that are so obvious that in the normal course of our lives, 
we are barely aware of their impact on our thinking, feeling, and acting […] 
the most obvious and powerful moral rules and values tend to be the least 
visible and articulate in daily practice. (Swierstra, 2017: 4)
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This insight is crucial to take into account in the context of symphonic music too. 
As we have seen earlier in this chapter, both symphonic music practice and 
researchers who study this practice are often (unconsciously) caught up in the 
routinised ways of acting and thinking structured by idealist aesthetics: they 
assume distinctions between audience and musicians, assume that they know what 
aesthetic quality is, and assume the value of musical works in the canon. The 
normative framework of idealist aesthetics is so intertwined with the ways of 
working in symphonic music that it is incredibly hard to observe.   
  The fact that this dissertation is focussed on symphonic music practices at 
moments in which they innovate audience participation comes to matter here. 
Moments of change are particularly fruitful to study, according to Swierstra, 
because at these moments, normativity ‘stops being self-evident, commonsensical, 
and invisible’ (2017: 5). This is why many philosophers of technology study 
situations in which new technologies enter a health care practice. They, for example, 
trace how new video cameras change the ideas about privacy in the relations 
between caretaker and patient (Kamphof, 2015) or how the emergence of genetic 
testing raises new issues and new moral expectations for parents and medical 
practitioners alike (Stemerding et al., 2010). In these situations, existing norms 
may be challenged, so frustrations, challenges, but also excitement and new 
expectations may emerge. At the same time, it becomes possible for them to render 
visible how old norms and values acquire new meanings or new roles. By paying 
attention to and making explicit the feelings and experiences of practitioners, it 
becomes possible to analyse what norms and values emerge, as well as what ‘old’, 
existing norms and qualities are, and how these might acquire other understandings 
within practice.   
  Drawing on pragmatist ethics, I aim to articulate how norms and values 
emerge in symphonic practice at moments that orchestras innovate audience 
participation, and I aim to render existing norms that have become invisible visible 
again in this dissertation.28 This approach circumvents that researchers should 
already know whether new developments are desirable. Instead, it engages in the 
difficult work of making explicit the implicit normativity that is present in any given 
practice. Researchers are concerned with ‘catching’ norms in action29 or, in the case 
of symphonic music, aesthetic norms in action. Throughout this dissertation, I thus 
aim not only to analyse how symphony orchestras innovate audience participation 
practically but also to develop methodological ways to attend to how their existing 
aesthetic framework might be challenged or expanded along the way.  

28 In Pitts’ Valuing Musical Participation (2005a) ‘valuing’ refers to her argument that researchers should value and 
therefore empirically attend to how people (from musicians to audience members) participate in musical practices. 
I, however, aim to study norms and values play a role in musical practices and therefore draw on pragmatist ethics. 

29 My use of ‘in action’ refers to ‘valuation in action’, a notion that philosophers of technology have used to 
describe their Deweyian practice-based approach to values: ‘Dewey conceives of valuing as an activity that is part 
and parcel of an individual’s (or collective’s) response to her environment. It implies that the resulting values 
are always interactive: they are shaped by the (perceived) environment and, in turn, shape that environment’ 
(Boenink & Kudina, 2020: 458).
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  Looking back, the methodological approach throughout this dissertation 
can be summarised in three ‘moves’. As a first move, I pretend to be agnostic and 
circumvent the dominant idealist aesthetic conception of symphonic music to avoid 
presupposing what good audience participation is or what good symphonic concerts 
are. In other words, I postpone my judgement to move away from ideal typical 
understandings of symphonic music practice. The second methodological move 
consists of going beyond the promises, fears, and expectations of the innovation 
of audience participation in symphonic music by examining what the innovation 
of audience participation actually entails in practice: building on mediation theory, 
I analyse the bottom-up meanings that participation acquires in and through the 
wide array of heterogeneous elements of orchestral practice. Instead of presupposing 
these practices, I observe what is actually happening. Ultimately, as a third move 
and when coming back to (e)valuation after this, I aim to develop an understanding 
of norms and values, similarly not as pre-existing and static (as either social or 
aesthetic, for instance), but as emergent in the ongoing innovative activities of 
symphony orchestras. For the remainder of this chapter, I will explain which 
methods I used to make these moves and what empirical materials are analysed 
in the chapters that follow.

2.4 Listening closely: Methods and materials 

The question that is left now is how these theoretical and methodological 
perspectives informed me right there, lifting those cello boxes with the production 
leader in the midst of symphonic practice. How exactly did I try to ‘listen long 
enough’? Over the past several years, numerous researchers have been concerned 
with the role of their ears in conducting ethnographic research (Erlmann, 2004; 
Wood et al., 2006; Chien, 2009; Forsey, 2010; Samuels et al., 2010; Supper, 2012; 
Semmerling, 2020).30 In her article ‘Cultivating the Ethnographer’s Ear’, 
anthropologist Mei-ling Chien describes how she, during her fieldwork on courtship 
in a Chinese village, often had to ask herself what to listen for and how to hear it 
(2009: 88–89). This careful consideration of how to pay attention, to listen, and 
to look again to see both how things are said and what is left unsaid is what binds 
all the empirical work that I did in the scope of this PhD research methodologically 
and is reflected on explicitly in the Interludes between the chapters. In this last 
section, I will explain how I tried to listen long enough and what informed my 
listening. Often, this was a literal listening – to symphonies, to the stories of 
production leaders or musicians – but sometimes it was also a metaphorical 
listening, for which I had to stay for a long time with a tall stack of frustrating 
policy reports to try and grasp what they were actually saying and what was left 
implicit.

30 More broadly, ethnographers have been increasingly concerned with the senses (e.g. Pink, 2015; Harris, 2021).  
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  I conducted ethnographic fieldwork (qualitative interviews and participant 
observation) and did a discourse analysis, and this resulted in three types of 
empirical materials that form the basis of the empirical chapters of this dissertation: 
cultural policy reports, ethnographic field notes, and transcripts of qualitative 
interviews – all coded and analysed with the help of ATLAS.ti. The empirical 
research that I carried out was approved by the Ethical Review Committee Inter 
City faculties (ERCIC) of Maastricht University. In accordance with my ethical plan, 
the interviewees and orchestras that I write about have not been anonymised. 
Instead, I checked quotes and translations of quotes and got consent from 
interviewees whenever I wanted to directly cite from our conversations. My 
qualitative empirical approach enabled me to study three interrelated issues in the 
Dutch symphonic music landscape: (1) how audience participation has been defined 
and problematised in cultural policy discourse in the Netherlands since 1999; (2) 
what organisational work symphonic music institutions (have to) do to innovate 
audience participation in their practices today; (3) and how aesthetic qualities 
emerge in and through the innovative participatory projects of orchestras. In the 
remainder of this chapter, I will explain how I conducted my empirical research 
and reflect on the advantages as well as limitations of my methods and 
materials.  

An ethnographic approach to orchestral practices  
My aim to analyse and describe the practical work that the innovation of audience 
participation asks of symphony orchestras led me to adopt an ethnographic 
approach. Ethnographic fieldwork is particularly useful for developing an in-depth 
understanding of everyday work – work that is so ordinary it is oftentimes forgotten 
by those doing it on a daily basis – and how that is organised and carried out 
(Ybema et al., 2009; Emerson et al., 2011; Van Maanen, 1988). Both Chapter 4 and 
Chapter 5 of this dissertation build on the participant observations and qualitative 
semi-structured interviews I conducted in the everyday practices of four symphony 
orchestras.   
 During the first year of this PhD project, I developed an overview of the 
different types of symphonic practices that take place in the Netherlands. As a 
result of this mapping exercise, I distinguished four types of symphonic practices: 

- internationally recognised symphony orchestras, 
- regional symphony orchestras, 
- project-based symphonic music collectives, and 
- amateur symphony orchestras. 

I selected and approached four orchestras that each correspond with one of these 
categories: the Rotterdams Philharmonisch Orkest (Rotterdam Philharmonic 
Orchestra) as internationally oriented orchestra, philharmonie zuidnederland (the 
South Netherlands Philharmonic) as regional orchestra, Pynarello as project-based 
orchestra, and the Nederlands Studenten Orkest (Dutch Student Orchestra), the 
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NSO, as amateur orchestra (see Appendix B for further introductions of these 
orchestras). The aim of this research is not to evaluate how the innovation of 
audience participation is done best, nor is it to end up with a generalisable overview 
of projects. Rather, the reason for selecting four different types of practices was to 
develop a deeper understanding of the complexity and specificity of the work that 
the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music is. I wanted to study 
different symphonic practices in depth, so I could learn from seeing them next to 
each other, because through contrast, they ‘potentially emerge more clearly defined 
than before’ (Deville et al., 2016: 27; Stengers, 2011). Therefore, I decided not, for 
instance, to focus on several regional orchestras, because that would bear the risk 
of ending up as a comparison that evaluates the orchestras – to see what the one 
does better or worse. During the first year of my PhD research, I managed to 
acquire access to each of the four orchestras, which meant that I could conduct 
fieldwork over the course of the 2018–2019 concert season (for an overview of the 
fieldwork, see Appendix B). During my fieldwork, I combined participant 
observations and qualitative semi-structured interviews. I will first share my 
considerations on the former and afterwards discuss the latter.   
  Upon starting my fieldwork, I soon learnt I needed to find a way to establish 
a focus on the practical work of innovating audience participation throughout my 
fieldwork. As I explained in Chapter 1, I am not evaluating orchestras as a whole, 
but I focus on what it means for them to innovate audience participation. To 
establish such a focus, I decided that it would be useful to follow one project per 
case, in which the orchestra aimed to change audience participation. So as a 
participant observer, I observed the education project het Orkest Laboratorium 
(the Orchestra Laboratory), in which classes of school children became performers 
at the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra; in the practice of philharmonie 
zuidnederland, I followed the experimental i-Classics Empty Minds, in which the 
orchestra aimed to give its audience a new role using brightly coloured hats and 
real-time video; I attended to how Pynarello tried to install ‘openness’ in its 
Beethovens Vierde project; and I observed how the student participants of the 2019 
cohort of the NSO were formed into an orchestra (see Appendix B for summaries 
of the projects). My focus on one project per case as participant observer also helped 
me to move away from constantly having conversations about ‘innovation’, 
‘participation’, and people’s opinions on these abstract terms and allowed me to 
redirect conversations towards the practical work of organising an innovative 
project.   
  Observing the projects, I had to visit a variety of locations, so my fieldwork 
was multi-sited, because the practices I studied were: I sat in on meetings; I spent 
days in marketing offices, production offices, education offices, primary school 
classrooms, or at a master class for conservatory students; I attended rehearsals 
in all kinds of places, helped out during build-up days, and sat in the audience and 
listened (Marcus, 1995; Falzon, 2009). My role when entering orchestral practices 
was that of a stranger ‘who is perceptually attuned to picking up information in 
the environment that others […] might miss’ (Ingold, 2000: 190; also see Ybema 
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& Kamsteeg, 2009; Benschop, 2015). In his study of the Concertgebouw, Darryl 
Cressman argues that this position of the stranger that originates in anthropology 
and is regularly used in STS may be relevant to adopt in the context of classical 
music too, because this is a world that, not unlike science, is engrained with 
idiosyncratic normativities. He explains that strangers ‘know that there are 
alternatives to those beliefs and practices that are taken to be self-evident by 
members’, but that they also have the ability to be puzzled and curious about the 
practices that are so normal for the members (2016: 19). My stranger’s account 
served as a means to analyse how orchestral practitioners worked and what they 
deemed important. However, as the projects I observed were not routinised 
trajectories for the practitioners themselves either, I could also observe what they 
felt they did not know, where they struggled, and where issues arose when they 
tried to innovate audience participation.  
  My participant observations and the field notes I wrote accordingly are 
best described as what Karen O’Reilly has called ‘iterative-inductive’ (2005: 27). 
This means that I did not start with a clear hypothesis upon entering the field, but 
I did carry with me a theoretical focus towards audience participation and how 
that was being innovated from the beginning onwards. Yet this focus was 
‘necessarily fluid and flexible’, allowing me to develop a theoretical framework as 
I moved along (Ibid.). The writing of my field notes played a role in this process. I 
not only described the things I had observed during the day but also included 
separate memos in which I made connections to articles or books I read, to 
narratives or problem definitions I recognised from policy reports, or to questions 
I needed to ask the next day. These ‘in-process memos’ allowed me to ‘develop 
analytical threads early on in the fieldwork process’ and to explore ‘connections 
between different events’ (Emerson et al., 2011: 123–125). My field notes were 
always interwoven with the other empirical and theoretical materials I was 
engaging with, because I tried to establish new and old connections every day after 
I had been in the field. My participant observations and the interviews I conducted 
were part of the same iterative process. I would do observations one day, and during 
a break, I would talk to someone, and we would meet up the next day for an 
interview to talk further. In total, I conducted forty-eight ‘formal’ interviews 
between April 2018 and June 2019, approximately twelve per case (see Appendix 
C for a complete overview). Generally, the interviews lasted around an hour, and 
all of them were recorded and later transcribed verbatim, so I could analyse them. 
I conducted interviews with a variety of different practitioners in each case study: 
from musicians, staff members, and conductors to artistic directors. All these 
interviewees were, in one way or another, part of the projects I was following as 
an ethnographer. To select interviewees, I used my day-to-day conversations during 
fieldwork: I asked interviewees who I should speak to or who could tell me more 
about specific parts of the project that I wanted to find out more about.  
  All the interviews were semi-structured and based on a similar topic guide, 
which consisted of four themes. Each interview started with (1) introductory 
questions about the interviewee’s role in the practice I was studying, followed by 
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(2) questions about how the current project the interviewee was involved in was 
going, and I always ended with broader questions about the role of (3) the audience 
and (4) innovation in the interviewee’s work, in which I explicitly inquired about 
other projects the interviewee did or had done. Following Antoine Hennion in his 
research on music amateurs, I developed the questions in such a way that 
interviewees were invited not to speak about ‘what they liked […] but of their ways 
of listening, playing and choosing, and of what was happening’ (2001: 5–6). 
Questions were always based on the specifics of the concerts and organisation and 
experience thereof (Becker et al., 2006). This approach challenges interviewees to 
verbalise and describe how they work – with a focus on their ways of doing things, 
rather than a focus on their likes and dislikes. This allowed for a focus on the 
diverse practical work that the interviewees were engaged in. However, the 
approach can lead to difficulties too: it can be hard for interviewees to describe 
intimate and embodied situations that they have rarely spoken about. Musicians, 
for example, often struggled to verbalise their private rehearsing sessions at home, 
but I always tried to encourage them to illustrate by sounds and movements and 
not be embarrassed to describe what seemed so obvious to them. This approach 
‘de-sociologises’ interviews: instead of inviting interviewees to reflect on large and 
abstract themes, such as the innovation of audience participation, it asks them to 
share their everyday ways of working – and it remains the researcher’s task to 
translate these stories back to the larger research themes (Hennion, 2001).  
  Sociologist and anthropologist Martin Forsey has argued for ‘conducting 
interviews with an ethnographic imaginary’, and I believe that the way in which I 
conducted the interviews affords such a connection between fieldwork and 
interviews (2010: 558). In an article about ‘participant listening’, Forsey proposes 
to see interviews as intrinsic part of ethnographic research. Whereas interviews 
are sometimes looked down upon in ethnographic research, Forsey argues for the 
usefulness of interviews as moments during which ethnographers gather 
ethnographic information they could not have gathered through participant 
observation (2010: 560–561). Indeed, I experienced that the interviews I conducted 
were more than moments of information-gathering; they were moments during 
which relations were built, experiences shared, and ears lent. For example, in the 
fieldwork at the NSO, I always had to conduct interviews during lunch or dinner 
breaks, because of the orchestra’s strict rehearsal schedule. I vividly recall the 
interview I conducted with a bassoonist over lunch. We talked about his dreams 
to become a professional musician, about the friends he had made over the past 
week, and how he had started to play music as a kid in a brass band – all stories 
that did not directly relate to what I was investigating, but valuable, nevertheless. 
After the interview, he invited me to sit next to him during the rehearsal, where I 
continued my observations. Just like Forsey, I think it is important to go beyond 
the ‘immediate concerns of the research question’ in interviews and instead take 
time to probe the interviewee’s biography and day-to-day activities, because it 
ultimately allowed me to hear more during the fieldwork (2010: 558). The analytical 
work that moves back to the research questions is work that researchers only do 
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later, when they are back at their desks or on the train ride home.   
  In the beginning of this PhD trajectory, I planned and expected to interview 
audience members, because I imagined that I would come across them in some 
projects long before the concert. Their role is changing, I figured, so I thought that 
audience members would play a role in the organisational processes I 
ethnographically followed. Then, when I would meet them, I would conduct my 
interviews. But this did not turn out to be the case in the practices I studied. Much 
to my own surprise, throughout the organisational processes of the projects that 
I observed, there were no actual, physical audience members present – the first 
time they were present was during concerts. In practice, my methodological 
approach of following the mediators and thus focussing on the ways in which the 
orchestral practitioners themselves innovate audience participation meant that I 
did not run into any physical audience members throughout the organisational 
processes I observed. Instead, I ended up focussing on how the audience’s 
participation is imagined, planned, constructed, and evaluated in and through the 
everyday practices of symphony orchestras (Litt, 2012). In addition to that, during 
the concerts I attended I made observations of the audience members around me 
during concerts and wrote field notes on my own experiences as an audience 
member. In my descriptions of concerts, I thus have to remain reflexive about the 
assumptions I make about other audience members, and whenever relevant draw 
on other research that examines the varied, complex, and heterogeneous experiences 
of individual audience members (Pitts, 2005a; 2005b; Burland & Pitts, 2016). The 
reason for not conducting interviews with audience members after concerts lies 
in the focus on my research questions. In this dissertation, I analyse how symphony 
orchestras innovate audience participation in their everyday practices. My aim is 
not to gather an understanding of what the particular audiences during the projects 
I studied desired or thought of the concerts, but of what it means to innovate 
audience participation in symphonic practice – both practically and normatively. 
   However, my empirical work did not start with my ethnographic fieldwork. 
Before I conducted this ethnographic research, I worked to develop an understanding 
of how ‘participation’ has been defined as a problem and in response to what 
definitions Dutch symphony orchestras started to organise projects in which they 
innovate audience participation in the first place. In line with my methodological 
considerations, I did not want to presuppose the definitions of the notion itself. 
Therefore, in the first empirical chapter of this dissertation, I examine how the 
notion of participation has been defined and constructed as a problem in a 
neighbouring practice that is of influence for orchestral practice: that of cultural 
policy.  

Discourse analysis of cultural policy   
Internationally, various scholars have argued that cultural policy discourse plays 
an important role in constructing and problematising the notion of participation 
(Virolainen, 2016; Stevenson et al., 2015; Tomka, 2013). Since national governments 
have put audience participation on the agenda in their cultural policy, researcher 
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specialised in Finish cultural policy Jutta Virolainen argues, they have had an 
impact on what kind of audience participation is considered ‘desirable’ in cultural 
institutions (2013: 73). In the Netherlands, too, the notion of participation has 
figured in national cultural policy since the millennial turn (Smithuijsen, 2007; 
Pots, 2000). Cultural policy discourse is an important and influential context for 
professional symphony orchestras in the Netherlands in two ways. In a direct sense, 
it is influential because two of the four orchestras (Rotterdam Philharmonic and 
philharmonie zuidnederland) I studied receive direct, structural subsidies from 
the national government – these subsidies increasingly come with conditions 
related to audience reach and participation.31 More indirectly, cultural policy 
discourse and the ways in which it describes and imagines orchestral practices has 
an impact on the public debates about the value of classical music (Bisschop Boele, 
2018). Conducting a discourse analysis is helpful to track down the implicit 
assumptions about themes such as audience participation in symphonic music and 
how and why these assumptions come about (2018: 5). Therefore, I conducted a 
discourse analysis of Dutch cultural policy discourse to analyse the definitions of 
audience participation that were constructed and how it came to be seen as a 
problem in (and of) the cultural sector.   
  The discourse analysis I conducted on Dutch national policy discourse 
served as a way to examine how and why ‘audience participation’ has become such 
a central notion of symphonic music since the early 2000s. Of course, cultural 
policy discourse takes place at multiple political levels in the Netherlands: from 
municipalities and provinces to the national government. However, as most 
professional symphony orchestras in the Netherlands are first and foremost 
financed by the national government, I focus on cultural policy discourse on the 
national level. On this national scale of cultural policy, there are two key actors in 
the Netherlands. The first is the Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap 
(the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science). The ministry is responsible for 
the Cultuurnota, the arts white paper released every four years, in which the 
minister or state secretary of Education, Culture and Science presents the 
cornerstones of policy planned for the upcoming period. These reports co-determine 
the practices of symphony orchestras, because they concern the structural funding 
and conditions for receiving that support. An important characteristic of Dutch 
cultural policy, however, is that the ministry does not assess the aesthetic value of 
the arts practices that it finances (Pots, 2001). Instead, it builds on the work of the 
second key actor: the advisory board the Raad voor Cultuur (Council for Culture). 
The Raad voor Cultuur provides solicited and unsolicited advice on both the cultural 
sector itself and the cultural policy of the government. In addition to more topical 
advice, the council advises the government on the allocation of funds for the main 
financial infrastructure of large cultural institutions (including symphony 

31 The cultural policy discourse also co-shapes the context in which the other two orchestras operate. Pynarello 
receives project subsidies from other national funding bodies such as the Fonds Podiumkunsten (a fund initiated 
by the Dutch government). The NSO, as an amateur orchestra, does not receive structural subsidies, but it is 
supported by Dutch universities.
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orchestras) every four years. Apart from their financial consequences, the council’s 
reports are meant to mirror, represent, and evaluate the ongoing developments in 
the cultural sector.  
  The corpus I analysed consists of documents published by these two main 
actors (see Appendix A for an overview of the documents). I analysed reports that 
were published between 1999 and 2020, because in several overviews of Dutch 
cultural policy, the millennial turn is characterised as a turning point in cultural 
policy too: because it was put on the agenda in the white paper Cultuur als 
confrontatie (Culture as confrontation), ‘audience participation’ became an explicit 
matter of concern for all cultural institutions, including symphony orchestras (Van 
der Ploeg, 1999; also see Smithuijsen, 2007; Pots, 2000). It therefore forms a logical 
starting point for my analysis, which aims to investigate the ways in which cultural 
policy has defined ‘audience participation’ and how it has problematised the 
notion.  
  My focus on these two main institutions and their interactions bears some 
limitations. A first potential limitation of my study is that I, because of this focus, 
did not explore the differences that there might be in the understanding of audience 
participation at several political levels and between regions in the Netherlands. 
Whenever necessary, I draw on the Raad voor Cultuur’s report Cultuurbeleid stad, 
land en regio (2017a), in which the council explores the relations between the 
different cultural policy levels. Second, my focus on just these two institutions as 
key actors may wrongly give the impression that cultural policy discourse happens 
separate from the developments in the cultural sector itself – that cultural policy 
is a one-way street. This, however, is not the case. Especially the Raad voor Cultuur 
is in constant dialogue with cultural institutions. Importantly, my discourse analysis 
should not be understood as separate from my ethnographic work: discourses do 
not exist outside of practices. Rather, building on the work of political scientist 
Maarten Hajer, I contend that discourse is very much part of practice (1993; 1995; 
1997; 2006). In his work, Hajer argues that discourse should not be understood as 
discussions or individual modes of talking, but as ‘an ensemble of ideas, concepts 
and categorizations’ that is shared by groups and combinations of groups that 
combine their storylines and consequently construct the social world (1993: 44). 
In the next chapter, I will further outline how I mobilise Hajer’s ideas in my 
analysis.  
  The aim of the discourse analysis is not to arrive at a clear-cut definition 
or problematisation of ‘participation’ and the innovation thereof, but to develop 
an understanding of how and why it has come to play such an important role in 
symphonic practice since the early 2000s. So, in Chapter 3, I explore how 
participation has been defined and constructed as a problem in Dutch cultural 
policy discourse to illuminate in what kind of discursive framework.I
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In early 2019, colleagues Denise Petzold, Ruth Benschop and I noticed that there had 
been one question that we encountered a lot upon entering the world of symphonic 
music in our research: ‘So, what do you play?’ 32 Although the question was mostly 
used as a way of introduction or small talk, it made us wonder about the role of 
expertise in this world, and in turn about our own expertise as ethnographers.

In the beginning of this research, my plan felt straightforward. I would enter four 
orchestral practices as a ‘stranger’. Strangers are a common trope in ethnographic 
research: ethnography thrives on the attempts of researchers who slowly familiarise 
themselves with the skills and ways of working and living that are not theirs as a 
means to articulate those cultural worlds. I was new to the world of symphonic 
music – never really played an instrument, only ever went to a symphonic concert 
once in my life – so that seemed like an ideal starting point. I could be the 
ethnographer entering a world that was entirely new to her.

However, as I started my fieldwork, I increasingly started to doubt the idea of 
myself as a stranger. I noticed that my ‘being a stranger’ was multiple. 

At the beginning of my PhD, as I explained in the first Interlude, I started to learn 
how to play the double bass. I thought that learning to play an instrument myself, 
could perhaps inspire my empirical research along the way. My attempts to play 
this large instrument turned out to be a point of entrance into the orchestras, but 
it also led to confusion. 

My answer to the question ‘So, what do you play?’ would not always clarify the 
situation. Whenever I replied that I played the double bass, I seemed less of a 
stranger at first (‘oh she does play!’). But along the way the practitioners I 
encountered figured I was a stranger after all: I repeatedly had to ask for 
clarifications when practitioners would assume I could read with them when they 
showed me something in a score or when they would use musical jargon. I was an 
amateur stranger. I had to restate my being an amateur time and again, and ask 
others to slow down for me.  

32 This Interlude draws on the collaborative work that Denise Petzold, Ruth Benschop and I did on the importance 
‘not-knowing’ in the classical music world. We organised workshops with musicians, staff members, and researchers 
that intervened in the experiment Online Musicking that the broader Artful Participation project conducted. Our 
discussions and workshops resulted in a conference paper, and will form the basis of an article that is still in the 
making (see Spronck et al., 2020 and https://artfulparticipation.nl/experiments/online-musicking/)

Interlude II: Being a stranger
On the role of expertise in the world of symphonic 
music and in ethnographic research
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As an ethnographer, I was a stranger too, but a whole other type of stranger. 
Ethnographers are expert strangers who might not be familiar with the world they 
are visiting, but who are coming in from a position of academic expertise 
nonetheless. They know how to enter a world that is not theirs, and they come in 
with their own lenses, methods, and aims. 

Moreover, I was not just any ethnographer: I was a researcher in the Artful 
Participation team. Even though I myself was not responsible for the concert 
experiments that the project was to set up later, some of the practitioners I 
encountered knew that I was not only gathering information to take with me back 
to my own academic domain. There were expectations of the project, and whether 
I wanted it or not, these expectations also concerned me. 

Each time I was sitting in the concert hall during my fieldwork, I became yet 
another type of stranger. I became an audience member, but in between the rest 
of the audience I realised that as a twenty-something woman, someone without 
greying hair and with sneakers, I was assumed to be an amateur audience member 
– new to this place and not part of the regular expert audience.

At the same time, I noticed something else. 

My research is not focussed on the regular work of symphony orchestras, but on 
the projects in which they innovate audience participation. In the context of those 
projects, I was regarded in yet another way: as one of the new, young audience 
members that orchestras are trying to reach, one of the reasons that they innovate 
audience participation in the first place. In that role, I was an expert stranger again: 
what did I, as a young audience member, like? When might I decide to buy a ticket? 
How did I experience the concerts? These are questions orchestras are dying to 
know the answers to.

‘Being a stranger’ is more multiple and specific than it seemed when I started. The 
divide between amateur and expert, native and stranger, had to be drawn again 
and again. This is not an innocent process: it influenced and afforded how I was 
able to access and navigate the world I was entering.

As it turned out, the question I got asked so often – ‘So, what do you play?’ – is a 
question that alludes to the role of expertise in the world of symphonic music. It 
is a good question, upon entering this world as researcher, to ask yourself over and 
over again: So, what do you play? What do you know? And what don’t you? 
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Innovate, participate!33

The notion of ‘participation’ in  
Dutch cultural policy discourse

3.1 A notion for heavy lifting 

On the first page of his book The Participant, anthropologist Christopher Kelty 
points out the peculiarity of ‘participation’. It is a term that plays a role in a variety 
of contexts and is notoriously ambiguous, its meaning seemingly obvious at first, 
yet difficult to grasp:

Participation is an evasive, wily concept, ‘always in the shelf next above the 
one [we are] looking at.’ People come by the question honestly – 
‘participation in what?’ – because the word is dull and quotidian. [But] it is 
a word made to do some heavy lifting in philosophy and politics. (Kelty, 
2019: 1)

Kelty argues that, both in political deliberations and academic research, 
‘participation’ is able to carry a lot of different meanings and, at the same time, 
can become a ‘practical procedure for solving problems’ (2–3). The term has 
acquired a central role in contexts as diverse as health care (e.g. Harris et al., 2013), 
(social) science (e.g. Wynne, 2016; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016), and the arts (e.g. 
Bishop, 2006; Elffers & Sitzia, 2016). What the notion has in common throughout 
them, according to Kelty, is that it is tied to aspirations – aspirations to define what 
would be better ‘participation’ and how that can be reached (2019: 30). What 
‘better’ means is not straightforward and differs from context to context.   
  In the case of symphonic music, participation has often been defined as a 
problem that requires solving: how to get more participation and how to improve 
the quality of participation; how to move beyond ‘mere’ attentive listening 
(Stevenson et al., 2015; also see Kelty, 2019: 4)? Over the past two decades, the 
notion has acquired a central role in cultural policy discourse in European contexts, 
a discourse that co-shapes the everyday practices of cultural institutions like 
symphony orchestras (Tomka, 2013; Stevenson et al., 2015; Virolainen, 2016; Van 
Eijck & Bisschop Boele, 2018). In cultural policy discourse, participation has become 

33 The title of this chapter is a reference to Raad voor Cultuur (2007). All translations of quotes from Dutch to 
English, in this chapter and the following ones, are my own.

3
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a term that is used to both indicate that there are problems with the relation 
between symphony orchestras and their audiences and to propose solutions to 
those (perceived) problems. In this chapter, I examine what kind of ‘heavy lifting’ 
the notion of participation is doing in cultural policy discourse on symphonic music 
in the Netherlands.  
 In the Dutch context, the term ‘participation’ has featured widely in cultural 
policy documents since the second half of the twentieth century (Pots, 2000; Elffers 
& Sitzia, 2016). In these documents, ‘non-participation’ – referring to both the lack 
of participation of, for instance, younger audience members and the ‘passive’ way 
of participating in traditional art forms such as the symphonic concert – is 
repeatedly argued to be a problem in need of solving (Van Eijck & Bisschop Boele, 
2018). Yet what solutions are, and even what the problem exactly is, is not clear-
cut and requires empirical analysis, argues Jutta Virolainen (2016). In her study of 
Finnish cultural policy discourse, she elucidates how the notion of participation is 
not stable but is being ‘constructed’ and redefined in different ways over time (63). 
Every time participation acquires a different meaning, she shows, what is expected 
of cultural institutions also shifts. In what follows, I will analyse how Dutch cultural 
policy discourse, too, produces definitions and problem definitions of participation, 
because these definitions might inform the ways symphony orchestras define and 
innovate audience participation in their everyday practices accordingly. More 
broadly, by examining how participation is defined and problematised in cultural 
policy discourse, I might learn about how the relations between symphony 
orchestras and their audiences are seen in the Netherlands. It is important to 
underline that I am not interested in ending up with a conclusion about what the 
problem of orchestras ‘is’. Instead, I am curious to trace how it is constructed as a 
problem in policy texts, perhaps in multiple ways.   
  To do so, I build on the work of political scientist Maarten Hajer who shows 
that conducting a discourse analysis allows one to examine how (perceived) 
problems in society are defined: 

Discourses frame certain problems; that is to say, they distinguish some 
aspects of a situation rather than others. […] Discourses at the same time 
form the context in which phenomena are understood and thus 
predetermines the definition of the problem. (1993: 45)

Political discourse does not propose clear-cut solutions to pre-existing problems. 
Instead, policymakers, politicians, and others involved constantly have to construct 
coherent paths through the complex, messy phenomena and situations that consist 
of various elements and perspectives, to ‘define the problem and its parameters’ 
(Hajer, 1995: 2). Conducting a discourse analysis thus allows one to analyse how 
societal matters are understood and constructed as a problem.  
  To conduct his analyses, Hajer develops the concept of the ‘storyline’ (1993; 
1995). A storyline, he explains, 
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is a sort of narrative that allows actors to draw upon various discursive 
categories to give meaning to specific physical or social phenomena. The 
key function of storylines is that they suggest unity in the bewildering 
function of separate discursive component parts of a problem like acid rain. 
(1995: 56) 

Storylines are political devices: they suggest a common understanding and are the 
means through which complex narratives are summarised. In his book The Politics 
of Environmental Discourse: Ecological Modernization and the Policy Process (1995), 
Hajer argues that storylines are useful to analyse, because even though all actors 
in a discourse may speak about the same topic, the decline of the rainforest in his 
case, they might ‘mean (slightly) different things’ (13). Analysing the different 
storylines that are created can thus serve to unpack what varying (problem) 
definitions constructed in the discourse. As Hajer asks: ‘To be sure, there can be 
no doubt about the fact that the rainforest cover is in decline, but what exactly is 
the problem?’ (3) He observed that various actors constructed narratives on the 
decline of the rainforest that sustained an understanding of the problem that fitted 
their own commitments and ideas (1995: 13; also see Hajer, 1993; Anison, 2021). 
Throughout this chapter, I question cultural policy discourse in a similar manner: 
there can be no doubt that audiences participate as silent listeners in symphonic 
concerts, but what exactly is the problem? In line with Hajer’s approach, I analyse 
how different narratives are constructed and how these sustain particular ideas 
about the relations between symphony orchestras and their audiences. Such an 
analysis can help to better understand the ‘creation of a social and moral order in 
a given domain’ (Hajer, 1995: 64; also see Gomart & Hajer, 2003). In other words, 
what is defined as a problem and what storylines are constructed tells something 
about what solutions are considered desirable and who is considered responsible 
for the fixing.  
 In my analysis, I focus on documents (reports, advices, memorandums, 
letters) published by two main actors in Dutch cultural policy: the Ministerie van 
Onderwijs, Cultuur & Wetenschap (Ministry of Education, Culture & Science) and 
the advisory Raad voor Cultuur (Council for Culture) between 1999 and 2019.34 
These two institutions make the decisions about and provide advice on the culturele 
basisinfrastructuur (BIS, essential cultural infrastructure), the Dutch national 
cultural subsidy system. The BIS concerns the group of cultural institutions that 
the national government subsidises directly. Professional symphony orchestras in 
the Netherlands are financed through this system, which means that their practices 
are partly determined by national cultural policy discourse and the conditions it 

34 Appendix A gives an overview of the corpus of documents. In Chapter 2, I explained the rationale behind my 
selection of documents, the time period, and the two main institutions. There, I also reflect on the potential 
limitations of my focus on the national level of cultural policy discourse. 
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formulates.35 Before analysing the definitions of participation in cultural policy 
discourse and how participation is constructed as a problem in these documents, 
I will provide a short history of national cultural policy in the Netherlands and the 
tensions that have historically emerged and continue to play a role in the discourse 
today.  

3.2 Dutch cultural policy, symphony orchestras, and the Thorbecke triangle  
In 1918, four symphony orchestras received funding from the Dutch government 
for the first time in history (Van den Berg, 2014: 1080; Smithuijsen, 1990: 215). 
Today, over a century later, nine symphony orchestras are part of the Dutch 
essential cultural infrastructure: they receive direct support from the national 
government every four years. The ways in which the government involves itself 
with the arts, however, has not been uncontested. In this section, I discuss how 
and why a focus on ‘participation’ has emerged in cultural policy discourse since 
the late twentieth century.36 
 Many of the ideas about how the Dutch government should relate to the 
cultural sector can be traced to the ‘Thorbecke adage’ (see Oosterbaan Martinius, 
1990: 85–88; Pots, 2001; Pots, 2014; Smithuijsen, 2014: 78–79). This adage forms 
a fundament of cultural policy in the Netherlands. Johan Rudolf Thorbecke was a 
nineteenth-century liberal Dutch politician and lawyer who, during a parliamentary 
debate in 1862, famously said that ‘the government is not a judge of science and 
the arts’ (Pots, 2014: 25). Thorbecke contended that the government should aim 
to subsidise the arts, but not to assess its content and quality.37 His policy principle 
laid the groundwork for a cultural policy that focussed on creating good conditions 
for the cultural sector while keeping a distance from the assessment of artistic 
content (Boekman, 1989 [1939]: 213–214, as cited in Pots, 2001: 464; also see 
Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschappen, 2002: 41). Two things 
become apparent here and are important in the scope of this chapter. First, the 
Thorbecke principle requires the government to distinguish between what is 

35 Historian Roel Pots writes that, in reality, if the Dutch government were to end its cultural policy tomorrow, 
the vast majority of subsidised cultural institutions would have to close immediately; large cultural institutions 
such as symphony orchestras are rather dependent on the structural subsidy they receive from the national 
government (Pots, 2014: 55). 

36 I by no means strive to provide a complete historical overview of Dutch cultural politics and its many 
connections to broader politics. The books by Van Meerkerk and Van den Hoogen (2018), De Groot et al. (2014), 
and Smithuijsen (2007) provide rich overviews that are worth consulting for a more extensive historical account 
on cultural policy in the Netherlands. 

37 This way of thinking is common in political democracies – there is a longing for ‘objectivity’. As Theodore Porter 
writes: ‘In a political culture that idealizes the rule of law, it seems bad policy to rely on mere judgement, however 
seasoned’ (1995: 7–8). Politicians want to make it clear that their personal biases and preferences do not affect 
the decisions they make. It is this desire that is deeply embedded in Thorbecke’s ideas that shape Dutch cultural 
policy. In their studies of the broader notion of ‘social impact’ in cultural policy in the UK, Belfiore and Bennett 
show that a similar tendency emerges in which policymakers favour a ‘rational’ approach towards evaluating 
the value of the arts (2008; 2011). 
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aesthetic content and what is not, because they are not supposed to assess the 
former. Second, the idea that the government’s role is only to create conditions 
bears an inherent contradiction: the government is not supposed to influence the 
content of the arts, yet it is required to support cultural institutions, but by 
subsidising specific cultural institutions, the government affects the context in 
which the arts work.  
 Between its initial start in 1918 and the beginning of the Second World 
War, the government’s subsidy for symphony orchestras slowly grew from 20,000 
guilders to 45,000 guilders per orchestra (Van den Berg, 2014: 1081). The 
government financially supported classical music, because it was understood to 
clear and enrich the mind, yet the government did not want to invest more money 
in it (Ibid.). This changed during the Second World War: ‘The fact that the German 
government went to great lengths to ban particular forms of art and declare them 
entartet wryly confirmed how seriously the German government took the arts’ 
(1082). After the war, the Dutch government continued to subsidise the arts more 
generously than it had ever before: 

During the Second World War, the relation between government and 
culture changed significantly. This was because the Germans had paid 
relatively much attention to the role of art and culture in society. At the 
same time, however, their relation to art had also led to an aversion to 
‘government interference’ with cultural life. […] After 1945 […] a majority 
was now convinced that the role of the government should no longer be 
open-ended and without obligation. (Pots, 2014: 37)   

As of 1945, the contradictory task of the Dutch government to subsidise the arts 
without being a judge of them led to trouble. The way in which the government 
was involved with the arts became a topic of debate. It was deemed important to 
make sure that the government was not single-handedly deciding on matters about 
arts and culture. Clarity was desired about what the government’s obligations 
towards arts and culture were (Van den Berg, 2014: 1081–1083; Pots, 2001). The 
plan grew to further formalise the role of the government and thus secure that it 
would not become the judge of the arts – a confirmation of the Thorbecke principle. 
 To define the role of the Dutch government more clearly, an independent 
advisory council called the Raad voor de Kunst (Council for the Arts), later Raad 
voor Cultuur, was established in 1947 (Pots, 2001: 464; Smithuijsen, 2014: 80). 
The council was responsible for providing independent advice on the government’s 
cultural policies and was made up of experts who did not work for the government. 
From then on, the council would offer an institutionalised reassurance that the 
government would not be a judge of the arts. To this day, the Raad voor Cultuur is 
responsible for the evaluation and assessment of the aesthetic ‘content’ of the 
cultural sector (Smithuijsen, 2014: 79). The interplay between the council and the 
ministry is at the core of Dutch cultural policy discourse, hence it is also at the core 
of this chapter.   
 However, notwithstanding the establishment of the council, new tensions 
emerged. During the 1960s, a wide diversity of musical practices flourished, but 
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the government continued to mainly subsidise the orchestras it had been supporting 
before (Van den Berg, 2014: 1090). The government’s support for symphonic music 
became less self-explanatory. Avant-garde artists, musicians, and composers 
started to voice their dissatisfaction with the distribution of the government’s 
subsidies. These critiques reached a crescendo with Aktie Notenkraker, when on 
17 November 1969, a group of composers interrupted a Concertgebouw Orchestra 
concert and demanded a public discussion about cultural policy and the lack of 
representation of contemporary music in it (Dommering-Van Rongen, 2019). Why 
do orchestras still receive the largest part of the budget while they are not at the 
forefront of artistic developments in the Netherlands? Who should decide and how 
should it be decided what is artistically valuable? Answers to these questions are 
inevitably intertwined with substantive policy choices, choices that do relate to the 
content of the arts. In particular, tensions emerged between the principle of the 
autonomy of the arts as installed by the Thorbecke adage and the legitimation of 
cultural policy (Oosterbaan Martinius, 1990: 50–52). Although the Raad voor de 
Kunst gave advice, it continued to be the government that determined which 
cultural institutions would get financial support and which would not. The 
reasoning behind the government’s decisions was left implicit in policy documents, 
and the government could not explain its decisions in a credible manner (Van den 
Berg, 2014: 1090). By the 1970s, the idea grew that the government’s policy had 
to be somehow explained and legitimised.   

Societal relevance as means for legitimation  
One way the Dutch government sought to legitimise its subsidy decisions in 
accordance with the Thorbecke adage was by introducing a new focus on the 
‘societal relevance’ of the arts from the 1970s onwards. According to sociologist 
Cas Smithuijsen, the first steps towards this focus can be found in a nota, a 
discussion paper, on art policy that was published in 1976 (Van Doorn, 1976, as 
cited in Smithuijsen, 2014: 70). In this document, legitimation for government 
interference with the arts was connected to its societal value: subsidies were only 
justified if cultural institutions were of societal value in addition to their artistic 
value (Smithuijsen, 2014: 71). Increasingly, cultural policy was argued to be part 
of welzijnsbeleid, welfare policy, and consequently the arts should connect to large 
parts of the population (Pots, 2001: 464). By the 1980s, this caused the government 
to explore and argue how the arts could be of added value for other sectors, such 
as health care (Vuyck, 2010). In addition, the government developed an interest in 
measuring ‘cultural participation’: the number of people participating in cultural 
events (Tomka, 2013: 620).38 
 The newly established emphasis on societal relevance had implications for 
the cultural sector itself. Cultural institutions gained the responsibility to contribute 

38  There was an economic incentive for the re-evaluation of cultural policy too: in the 1980s, the Dutch government 
was making cuts in its overarching budget, hence also in the arts budget. This led to budget cuts in 1983–1984 
that, among others, affected symphony orchestras (Smithuijsen, 2014: 71–72).
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to society in one way or another – a responsibility on top of the aesthetic quality 
the institutions also had to continue to offer (Pots, 2014: 41–42). For symphony 
orchestras, this meant that they were expected to broaden their repertoire of tasks 
by, for instance, performing chamber music and fulfilling educational tasks (Van 
den Berg, 2014: 1092). For the government, it became possible to evaluate these 
new activities. In accordance with the Thorbecke adage, the government still did 
not assess aesthetic content, but it could evaluate whether cultural institutions 
reached specific audiences and different societal contexts. However, sociologist 
Warna Oosterbaan Martinius argues that the addition of societal relevance as a 
means to legitimate cultural policy did not resolve any existing tensions: it rather 
added a new dimension to them. Oosterbaan Martinius points out that a ‘paradox 
of legitimation’ came into being: the arts need to be subsidised, because they are 
societally important, but if they are so important, why are there not enough people 
who engage with them (1990: 36–37)? Attempts to deal with this paradox have 
become an integral part of Dutch cultural policy (61; see also Bakker, 1994).       
 In sum, based on the Thorbecke adage, the government does not want to 
judge the aesthetic content that cultural institutions produce, but it still needed to 
legitimate its spending choices and subsidy decisions with regards to the arts. In 
that light, societal value came into view: by evaluating societal value, the government 
could legitimate its decisions without having to make aesthetic judgements. To this 
day, Dutch cultural policy is continuously seeking a balance between these three 
elements: the autonomy of cultural institutions over their aesthetic content, their 
societal relevance, and the role of the government in supporting them financially. 
Because this triad of tensions goes back to the Thorbecke adage, I call this the 

Figure 3.1: The Thorbecke triangle is a representation of the tensions in Dutch cultural policy
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‘Thorbecke triangle’ (see fig. 3.1). This triangle conceptually helps to make visible 
the tensions and dilemmas that emerge in cultural policy discourse. As I will show, 
the triangle is at the core of Dutch cultural policy.   
  On the 11 March 1993, the Wet op het specifiek cultuurbeleid (Dutch 
Cultural Policy Act) turned the Thorbecke triangle, with all of its inherent tensions, 
into a law: the government is to refrain from aesthetic judgements, but it should 
create the conditions for maintaining, developing, and, notably, spreading artistic 
and cultural expressions (Pots, 2001: 465; Schiphof, 2001; Rutters, 2014; Van 
Meerkerk & Van den Hoogen, 2018).39 Especially the explicit mention of ‘spreading’ 
shows that societal relevance now, too, has become an inherent element of cultural 
policy. This term can be interpreted in different ways: it is important that many, 
diverse people can take part in the arts, and the arts should also contribute to other 
domains, such as health care or science. This law is crucial for the discourse analysis 
I will conduct throughout the rest of this chapter, because it embodies the tensions 
of the Thorbecke triangle that, to this day, underpin Dutch cultural policy discourse 
and formalises the ways the government communicates its plans and collaborates 
with the advisory Raad voor Cultuur. As of 1994, the minister or state secretary40 
responsible for cultural policy became obliged to publish a so-called ‘Cultuurnota’, 
a policy memorandum, before the start of each new four-year subsidy period. Every 
four years, the main points of the proposed cultural policy are summarised and 
presented to the Raad voor Cultuur, which then advises which cultural institutions 
to subsidise (Pots, 2014: 44–45). This structure based on memorandums every 
four years requires the government to explicate decisions and focal points in 
cultural policy. At the same time, the structure complicates the role of the Raad 
voor Cultuur, according to historian Roel Pots (2014). Pots argues that the advisory 
role of the council has become more opaque, because it has ‘increasingly been asked 
to take into account political-administrative wishes about distribution, participation, 
and audience reach in its advices’ (2001: 466). The Raad voor Cultuur started to 
follow the rhythm of the government in issuing its advice every four years, and 
this advice has become part of an ongoing iterative dialogue between the council 
and the ministry.

3.3 Unpacking (problem) definitions of participation 

The memorandums of the ministry and the corresponding advice from the Raad 
voor Cultuur, which have been published since the late 1990s, show a striking 
continuity in that they all make an effort to balance the societal value of the arts, 
the importance of artistic quality and autonomy, and the role of the government 
as merely creating conditions for financing. Yet, according to Roel Pots, ‘despite 

39 More information about the law can be found here: https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0005904/2016-07-0

40 In the Dutch political system, a ‘state secretary’ supports the minister in the management of a particular 
ministry. For an explanation, see https://www.parlement.com/id/vh8lnhrogvv4/staatssecretaris 
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this continuity, there are differences in emphasis and shifting points of attention’ 
(2014: 45). In what follows, I will analyse these shifting points of attention and 
different emphases and both trace the definition of ‘participation’, and how this 
may change, and how ‘participation’ is constructed as a problem in the cultural 
policy discourse at six moments in time. For every moment, my analysis starts 
with the first publication in which the new minister or state secretary presents 
plans for the upcoming subsidy period. The periods discussed are the six times this 
happened between 1999 and 2019: at the start of the planning for subsidy period 
2000–2004, 2005–2008, 2009–2012, 2013–2016, 2017–2020, and 2021–2024.41 
  Each of the six empirical sections below consist of two analytical steps. 
First, I analyse the narratives, the storylines in Hajer’s words, that are constructed 
about cultural institutions (and in particular, symphony orchestras) and their 
audiences by the ministry and the Raad voor Cultuur. I then take into account what 
is problematised and how, if at all, this relates to the tensions of the Thorbecke 
triangle that historically play a role in Dutch cultural policy. In conclusion, I outline 
what definitions and problem definitions of the notion of participation are produced 
accordingly.
  
Participation as diversifying audiences, diversifying tasks, 2000–2004  
The policy memorandum Cultuur als confrontatie (Culture as Confrontation) issued 
by State Secretary for Media and Culture Rick van der Ploeg, economist and member 
of the PvdA (the Dutch social-democratic party), was a turning point in Dutch 
cultural policy (1999). In this report, the importance of diversifying audience 
participation is explicitly put on the agenda, and it has never really left since 
(Ligthart, 2014: 1212; also see Smithuijsen, 2007; Pots, 2000; Van der Hoeven, 
2012). This memorandum was built on a preliminary advice from the Raad voor 
Cultuur.  
 In 1999, the Raad voor Cultuur published the advice Cultuur voor culturen 
(Culture for Cultures), in which it presents its concerns about the relation between 
cultural institutions and their audiences. In it, the council describes strict, 
hierarchical divides between high and low art and between Western and non-
Western culture present in the Dutch cultural landscape, and that these led to a 
large gap between the artistic offer of cultural institutions and the extent to which 
Dutch people with a migration background participate in the arts (Raad voor 
Cultuur, 1999: 11–12). The council develops the storyline that this is a problem that 
national cultural policy should solve and writes that the government’s subsidy 
decisions should be better ‘geared towards the large number of cultures in our 
society’ (1999: 3). The report focusses on the responsibility of the government: the 

41 Even though, in theory, the advice of the Raad voor Cultuur always precedes the policy memorandum by the 
government, I noticed this is not always the case in practice. Usually, the council presents preliminary advice; 
then, the memorandum is published by the ministry; and then the council responds with yet more advice. In 
some instances, however, the first advice of the Raad voor Cultuur only follows after the policy memorandum 
is out. I will indicate when this is the case and will stick to the chronological order of the publications in my 
analysis of the materials. 
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lack of diversity among audiences of cultural institutions is argued to be a problem, 
and it is the responsibility of the Dutch government to solve it by stimulating a 
more diverse cultural climate.  
 Later that same year, Van der Ploeg thanks the Raad voor Cultuur for its 
advice and endorses its concerns about the diversity of audiences of the arts (1999: 
5). He argues that, indeed, most of the audiences of subsidised cultural institutions 
are remarkably homogeneous: middle-aged and well-educated (71–79). The cultural 
‘demand’ of this group fits well with what cultural institutions offer, but the 
demands of ‘youths and cultural minorities’ are not represented (4–6; 27). This is 
a problem, according to the memorandum, because every Dutch citizen should be 
able to benefit from the subsidised cultural offer. Just like the council, Van der Ploeg 
relates this problem to the involvement of the government with the arts, but his 
emphasis is different than that of the council. The lack of diversity in cultural 
audiences could come into being, because the government has only focussed on 
stimulating cultural institutions to independently make what they wanted, for 
reasons of guaranteeing the independence and autonomy of cultural institutions 
(6). The autonomy of the cultural institutions was ‘protected’ by the government 
by not getting involved with their activities. However, Van der Ploeg’s diagnosis of 
the problems of the relations between audience and cultural institution does not 
stop there. Within some cultural institutions, the government’s lack of focus on 
the ‘demand’ of audiences led to the idea that they did not need to think about the 
commercial value of their activities:

quite a few cultural institutions do not see reaching citizens outside of their 
own biotope as a core activity, but as something that they prefer to leave to 
others or that they are only prepared to do if the government provides 
extra money for it. (14) 

Cultural institutions do not consider reaching audiences to be part of their core 
tasks, but Van der Ploeg problematises this idea. He frames the role of the audience 
as being at the core of the work that cultural institutions do: the most important 
role of cultural institutions is creating ‘confrontations’ between art and audience, 
and through these confrontations, aesthetic meaning emerges (20). What follows 
from this new storyline is that the participation of the audience can no longer be 
situated outside of the core activities of cultural institutions. Instead, they are 
required to ‘have an integral philosophy about what they want to convey with which 
performance or exhibition for which audience. […] production and marketing are 
not separate entities, but integral parts necessary to put that philosophy into 
practice’ (15). Reaching audiences becomes a task that is aesthetically relevant, 
because to have meaningful confrontations, cultural institutions need to come into 
contact with more diverse audiences. To work towards this aim, Van der Ploeg 
argues that a more entrepreneurial attitude is required of cultural institutions. 
This attitude is ‘not an end in itself, but a means of establishing connections with 
other audiences, other disciplines, or other subcultures’ (17). Even though he does 
not discuss orchestral practices in depth, when referring to the case of symphony 
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orchestras in passing, Van der Ploeg illustrates this by listing the options that 
orchestras could choose: ‘Orchestras could distinguish themselves by choice of 
repertoire, collaboration with amateurs, educational activities, family concerts, or 
by being firmly anchored in regional musical life’ (30).  
 The focus on ‘confrontations’ challenged the idea that the government 
should not involve itself with what cultural institutions offer to safeguard their 
autonomy. However, to retain the government’s neutrality, the memorandum does 
not fill in what the confrontations should look like and what strategies cultural 
institutions should adopt to reach a more diverse audience. The autonomy of the 
cultural institutions is warranted, protected by encouraging cultural institutions 
to start ‘thinking for themselves’ about these confrontations. The role of the 
government then becomes to ‘provoke rather than temper’ attempts to reach more 
diverse audiences through the subsidy system (6). This leads to a new policy 
measure that Van der Ploeg implements for the 2000–2004 period: the 3 per cent 
measure. Three per cent of all subsidy should be spent on doelgroepactiviteiten: 
special, additional activities to widen audience participation, in particular to reach 
youths and immigrants (27). If a cultural institution decides not to do this, it will 
receive 3 per cent less subsidy (28). By not making the implementation of the 
measure an obligation, the government maintains its role as facilitator.  
 The 3 per cent rule is a nudge towards a diversification of tasks to diversify 
the reached audiences, but it also leads to a reconsideration of how the quality of 
cultural institutions should be evaluated: 

Not everything can be expected of every institution. Institutions should 
develop a clear profile that shows what they see as their artistic and 
societal mission. The assessment of these institutions is then not only based 
on whether the quality is up to standard, but also about which tasks and 
projects the institution wishes to profile itself with. For example, it would 
not make sense to measure all orchestras against the same traditional 
quality standards if they carry out different types of activities. (Van der 
Ploeg, 1999: 28) 

Van der Ploeg proposes to differentiate the quality criteria that the Raad voor 
Cultuur uses to evaluate the cultural institutions that apply for subsidy in the period 
of 2000–2004. Apart from its usual evaluation of aesthetic quality, Van der Ploeg 
asks the council to also pay attention to ‘societal reach’, ‘subsidy-per-visit’, and 
‘position within the whole of subsidised institutions’ (24; also see Raad voor 
Cultuur, 2000). Even though quality remains the first criterion on the list, it is 
connected to the other criteria, which are focussed on audience reach and 
participation, because ‘whether quality acquires meaning only becomes apparent 
in interaction with an audience’ (Van der Ploeg, 1999: 25). Van der Ploeg wants to 
take participation seriously as something that can and should be evaluated by the 
council, but introduces it as a separate criterion in line with the Thorbecke 
adage.  
 Ultimately, Culture as Confrontation produces an understanding of 
participation that emphasises the importance of diversity. Cultural audiences are 
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homogeneous, and this is identified as a problem by the Raad voor Cultuur: every 
Dutch citizen should be able to participate in the arts (1999). Building on the 
concerns of the council, Van der Ploeg argues that the homogeneity of the audience 
composition is a problem, because it is in the confrontations between art and 
audience that the meaning of art emerges. What follows from this understanding 
is that if cultural institutions would produce confrontations with a wider variety 
of audience members, new and more diverse aesthetic meanings could emerge. 
This is considered desirable and improving the diversity of the audiences asks work 
of both the government and cultural institutions. The government starts to 
stimulate an entrepreneurial attitude in cultural institutions through the 3 per cent 
measure. Cultural institutions, in turn, should see the participation of the audience 
as the core of their work.  
   In this period, 2000–2004, participation both means ‘reaching more 
diverse audiences’ and ‘involving’ these audiences in activities. Van der Ploeg’s 
definition of participation reformulates the relation between the autonomy of 
cultural institutions and their societal relevance: participation is not just an external 
element of the work of cultural institutions, but necessary for them to become 
aesthetically meaningful in new ways. Both Van der Ploeg (1999) and the Raad 
voor Cultuur (1999; 2000) predominantly focussed on who should participate 
(more diverse audience members), instead of what the confrontations should look 
like – that remained the responsibility of the cultural institution. This understanding 
of participation requires cultural institutions to develop their societal role and to 
actively think about what artistic activities they want to organise to establish a 
diversity of ‘confrontations’. Diversifying participation, then, means that cultural 
institutions have to diversify their tasks too.  

From participation to education, 2005–2008 
At the start of a next four-year period, Medy van der Laan was in charge of 
developing a new plan for the arts. As member of the social-liberal party D66, she 
became the new State Secretary of Media and Culture in 2003. This period differs 
from the previous one in two ways. Contrary to Van der Ploeg, Van der Laan had 
to reduce the budget for arts and culture. In the 2005–2008 period, the department 
of culture had to reduce the budget by 19 million euros, so the total budget for 
culture became 667 million euros (Van der Laan, 2003: 2). A second difference is 
that the notion of participation no longer played an explicit role in the cultural 
policy of this period. In fact, the word is not used once in the Raad voor Cultuur’s 
advice or in the memorandums prepared by the ministry (Raad voor Cultuur, 2003; 
2004; Van der Laan, 2003; 2004). Rather than taking that as a reason to skip this 
period in my analysis, it is fruitful to analyse how these two seemingly separate 
differences, budget cuts and the notion of participation, are intertwined.  
 As is usual, the new cultural policy cycle started with advice from the Raad 
voor Cultuur (2003). In this document, Vooradvies, Cultuur, meer dan ooit 
(Preliminary advice, Culture, more than ever), the council is concerned about the 
autonomy of the arts and the government’s interference with the cultural sector 
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(2003). The council argues that the cultural sector is professionalised, so the 
government can take a step back in its involvement: less state interference and 
regulation is necessary (2003; also see Pots, 2014: 46). Van der Laan, referring to 
the advice, connects this to the autonomy of cultural institutions (2003: 1). She 
argues that it is important to strengthen this autonomy and thus the instutions’ 
freedom to develop their own ideas (Ibid.). She uses this argument to explain the 
severe budget cuts for ‘supporting institutions’, to safeguard those institutions who 
have ‘producing culture as a core task’ (Ibid.). Supporting institutions are, for 
example, institutions that provide information or that focus on documentation and 
archiving, education and training, or research and debate (14). The Raad voor 
Cultuur as well as Van der Laan formulate the idea that the core task of the cultural 
sector is the autonomous making or producing of culture, not the supporting work. 
Activities such as documentation or education are thus not understood as activities 
that are part of the ‘content’, the aesthetic core of the cultural sector is considered 
to be the making of art. Whereas Van der Ploeg attempted to undo this distinction, 
here it is installed again to protect cultural institutions from budget cuts. The fact 
that the notion of participation is not used in the advice documents and policy 
memorandums during this period has to do with the understanding of 
autonomy.  
  Even though the word participation does not appear in this period, the 
relations between cultural institutions and audience do. Both the Raad voor Cultuur 
and the ministry develop a new storyline that replaces Van der Ploeg’s storyline 
on the aesthetic importance of diversity: they argue that culture is an essential 
part of modern citizenship, but that it is not self-evident that culture reaches every 
citizen (Raad voor Cultuur, 2004: 18; Van der Laan, 2004: 4–5). The Raad voor 
Cultuur argues that ‘appreciation for the cultural aspects of society does not come 
naturally. Cultural education, also as education permanente, is therefore of vital 
importance’ (2004: 18, emphasis original). The council thinks that the further 
development of an education policy by large cultural institutions is crucial if they 
want to stand the test of time (16–17). However, both the council and Van der Laan 
do not want to stimulate cultural education by creating ‘detailed and sometimes 
undifferentiated regulations’ – that would contradict their aim to stimulate the 
autonomy of culture producing institutions (Van der Laan, 2003: 3). In fact, cultural 
institutions are already doing very well, according to Van der Laan. Orchestras, for 
example, already actively engage in educational activities and manage to reach 
broader and younger audiences through these activities (Van der Laan, 2003: 12). 
Not the cultural institutions themselves, but the government should make an effort 
to improve cultural education. The 3 per cent measure for doelgroepenactiviteiten 
that Van der Ploeg installed to stimulate institutions to diversify their audiences 
is stopped, and the differentiated evaluation criteria are not used again by the Raad 
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voor Cultuur (12).42 These things are argued to have been ‘bureaucratic involvement 
that denies the intrinsic quality [of the arts]’ (Raad voor Cultuur, 2004: 12). 
Moreover, they placed the responsibility for attracting wider audiences on the 
cultural institutions.  
  At a time when the government had to legitimise its budget cuts, it chose 
to emphasise how much it values the cultural sector. In doing so, the importance 
of the artistic freedom of cultural institutions was underlined repeatedly. On the 
one hand, this helped Van der Laan to contrast her ideas to those of her predecessor: 
she did not want to change the understanding of what is the core of the cultural 
sector, namely the aesthetic meanings created. On the other hand, the focus on 
autonomy served as a storyline that legitimated the decision to cut funding of 
supporting institutions, rather than of culture-producing institutions themselves. 
The emphasis on autonomy implicitly led to a reinstallation of a strict divide 
between an aesthetic core of the cultural sector and other activities such as 
education that ‘support’ that core. The focus on ‘education’ instead of on 
‘participation’ might have to do with this divide. The notion of cultural education, 
perhaps other than participation, emphasises that there is nothing wrong with the 
‘core’ aesthetic activities themselves. The narrative that is constructed stresses that 
the only thing that needs to be done is that citizens need to be taught about this 
core so that they become able to appreciate its value and quality, and that is a 
responsibility of the government.  

Innovating, participating, 2009–2012 
In 2007, the Raad voor Cultuur presented its advice document Innoveren, 
participeren! (Innovate, participate!) to the new minister of Education, Culture 
and Science, Ronald Plasterk, member of the social-democratic labour party PvdA. 
Whereas, in the previous four years, the focus of the government remained on 
cultural education, in this report, the notion of participation is back more explicitly 
and central than ever before. In the document, the definition of participation 
becomes connected to ideas about the importance of ‘innovation’.  
  Innovation has become an important theme in many societal sectors and 
is also said to be crucial in the cultural sector (Raad voor Cultuur, 2007: 30). The 
Raad voor Cultuur argues that the government should include the arts in its 
innovation policy, which was, until that point, mainly focussed on digitalisation, 
because the cultural sector is a core source for non-technological innovation and 
offers creative skills necessary for innovation (30–31). Innovation, in this report, 
not only refers to innovation within the confines of the cultural sector but also to 
broader societal innovation (30). In the rapidly digitalising society, creative making 
skills have become increasingly widespread, according to the council: digital 
innovations are making it possible for more people to develop their creative skills 

42 It would be interesting to further research whether the fact that cultural institutions are doing better might 
have to do with the measure that Van der Ploeg created in the first place. Van der Laan legitimises her choices 
by juxtaposing them with some of Van der Ploeg’s decisions, but the previous four years also made way for the 
new period. 
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(13). The narrative the Raad voor Cultuur develops in this period does not exist in 
a vacuum of course: it resembles ideas that exist in the broader discourse on the 
‘network society’ and ‘creative industries’: if creativity is a core skill in the twenty-
first century, the arts are an important sector where such skill is developed (Florida, 
2002; Castells, 2004). The development of creative skills is understood as one form 
of ‘participation’ – an active participation in the arts. This active participation is 
necessary for innovation to flourish, because ‘amateur arts are generally recognised 
as a breeding ground for talent of the future’ (Raad voor Cultuur, 2007: 10; 12). 
The council argues for a wider definition of ‘participation’: not only attendance of 
audiences at concerts or exhibitions should be seen as participation but amateur 
arts as well. To stimulate this, the Raad voor Cultuur advocates a new fund that 
specifically focusses on active participation.   
  In the policy memorandum Kunst van leven (Art of living), the new minister, 
Ronald Plasterk, calls the advice ‘inspiring and convincing’ and adopts the council’s 
ideas on innovation and participation but adds a focus on excellence to it (2007: 
4). Plasterk, who has a background as a natural scientist, draws a parallel between 
arts and sciences: like science, the arts benefit from a climate in which excellence 
is stimulated, so it can come to new inventions and insights (Ibid.). His comparison 
refers to the autonomy that both fields require to flourish, yet he does not mean 
to contradict the Raad voor Cultuur’s advocacy for active participation: 

I would like to emphasise that promoting excellence – encouraging the 
highest peaks – in my view is not at odds with broadening the foundation 
for culture. Quite the contrary. It is precisely through maximum 
participation in cultural life that room is created for excellence and 
innovation to emerge. (5) 

Similar to the council, Plasterk contends that actively participating in arts and 
culture is crucial for innovation: as many people as possible should explore their 
creativity, because they can learn skills that will allow innovation to flourish. The 
main storyline in this memorandum is that broad cultural participation (both as 
audience member and as amateur) is a prerequisite for the development of talent 
and thus for future innovation. Taking the advice of the Raad voor Cultuur, Plasterk 
initiates the creation of a fund that will exclusively stimulate this: Fonds voor 
Cultuurparticipatie (the Cultural Participation Fund) (21).  
 However, the classical music sector, and in particular symphony orchestras, 
struggle to reach the ‘broad basis’ that is argued to be necessary for innovation: 
‘Western classical music is very much intertwined with the canon. […] Attempts 
to build bridges often lead to forced and superficial crossover, and rarely to the 
reaching of different and wider audiences’ (Raad voor Cultuur, 2007: 155). 
Therefore, the minister asks the Raad voor Cultuur to make suggestions that 
explore how symphony orchestras could become better equipped for innovation 
(Plasterk, 2009). In 2010, the Raad voor Cultuur presents the advice Innoveren, 
vitaliseren (Innovate, vitalise) (2010). Orchestras, the council argues, are faced 
with the challenge to develop a ‘two-track policy’ to simultaneously continue to 
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engage their existing audience and attract a younger and more diverse audience 
(2010: 3). To establish that, they will need to professionalise as organisations and 
no longer only think about new ‘products’ but also about new revenue models (28). 
The Raad voor Cultuur explains what this means by describing a recent development 
that they consider a step in the right direction: an orchestra can start to position 
itself as muziekhuis, a house for music: ‘a creative orchestral organisation with 
flexibly deployable musicians’ (11).43 The term refers to the work musicians do as 
music teachers, as conductors of amateur choirs and orchestras, or as players in 
smaller ensembles in the region in which the orchestra is situated (12). Such 
activities are conducive to the role that the symphony orchestra can and should 
play in the twenty-first century, according to the Raad voor Cultuur, enabling them 
to both ‘broaden and strengthen the relations with audiences’ as well as conduct 
‘experiments within the orchestra as creative laboratory’ (29).   
  When orchestras embark on a broader range of activities, however, it 
becomes more difficult to measure ‘output’ – the term now used to evaluate 
orchestras’ activities. Output is exclusively focussed on concerts given. The council 
thus argues that, with the innovation of orchestral practices, it will be necessary 
to broaden the current way of evaluating orchestras’ activities (17). The societal 
results and impact of orchestras are not always easily measurable, but now that 
‘participation, education, and talent development’ have become integral parts of 
the orchestras’ work, these activities should be evaluated as well (13). Therefore, 
the council proposes that the government should evaluate orchestras based on 
outcome rather than output. This change of terms implicitly shifts the focus from 
the number of end products (concerts) to an evaluation of past activities.    
  During this period of cultural policy, the notion of participation is 
understood as a precondition for innovation. The central storyline is that, for 
innovation to flourish now and in the future, as many people as possible need to 
develop their creative skills and talents. Therefore, it becomes vital for both the 
government and for cultural institutions to stimulate as many people as possible 
to participate in culture. The meaning of participation is broadened: it no longer 
just includes concert attendance or museum visits, but also ‘active’ participation 
as an amateur or in educational programmes. However, according to the minister 
and the Raad voor Cultuur, symphony orchestras do not yet manage to reach 
enough people and involve themselves sufficiently with amateur practices and 
cultural education (Plasterk, 2009; Raad voor Cultuur, 2010). To solve this problem, 
the council proposes that orchestras should professionalise their organisations and 
develop themselves as entrepreneurial organisations that have strong ties with the 
region in which they operate. That way, it should become possible to build 
connections with local schools and practices. Musicians, the council believes, can 
play a role as ambassadors within the region – supporting amateur music practices 
and education within and outside of school programmes, but then their collective 

43 The term muziekhuis was first used during a symposium among Dutch orchestras in 2006 (Raad voor Cultuur, 
2010: 11).
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labour agreement might have to be revised to create more space for these activities 
within their orchestral appointment (2010: 9). Yet before any of these ideas could 
be implemented or further developed by the minister, the government that made 
these plans (the fourth Balkenende administration that Plasterk was part of) 
fell.  

A quantitative approach to participation, 2013–2016 
From October 2010 onwards, a coalition between the conservative liberal VVD, the 
populist radical right PVV, and the Christian democrats of CDA is in charge in the 
Netherlands. State Secretary Halbe Zijlstra (VVD) is responsible for cultural policy. 
Against the backdrop of the 2008 financial crisis, the Dutch government chooses 
to adopt strict austerity policies. Cultural spending is one of the many things that 
should be reduced: the government announced a cut of 200 million euros, 125 
million of which is a cut on the BIS, essential cultural infrastructure, of which the 
professional symphony orchestras are part. This resulted in a cut of over 25 per 
cent of the entire budget for the cultural sector (Raad voor Cultuur, 2011: 11).44 
Zijlstra argues that the main reason for these severe economic budget cuts is not 
the recession, but the relation between the cultural sector and its audiences:

Archives and theatres, concert halls and museums provide services to the 
public. They play an important role in society. [But] the cultural sector has 
become more and more government oriented. […] In the triangle 
government-culture-public, there has been too much activity on the 
government-culture axis and too little on the culture-public axis. (Zijlstra, 
2010: 1) 

Zijlstra argues that the cultural sector had become too dependent on the government 
and had consequently lost sight of its audience, and this is considered a problem. 
But the reason for this differs from the previous periods  
 The conservative liberal VVD, of which Zijlstra is a member, contends that 
the government should not be the main funder of the arts. Instead, it develops the 
storyline that the cultural sector, like other sectors in society, should function 
according to market principles: they should be able to attract large enough 
audiences and thus sell enough tickets to provide for a substantial part of their 
expenses themselves (Zijlstra, 2010: 2). Cultural institutions should therefore 
develop entrepreneurial skills and pay attention to the demands that exist in 
society. The right-wing populist PVV also finds the arts’ lack of attention for public 
demand problematic, but for a wholly different reason: the cultural sector is too 
elitist. If there are too few people participating in the arts to make them exist 
without subsidisation, then perhaps cultural institutions are not connecting to the 
average Dutch person’s wishes enough – this is the narrative that is constructed 
(Zijlstra, 2011: 2). In both cases, the storylines are related to neoliberal logic: the 

44 The proposed budget cuts led to many protests within the cultural sector and in the media. On 20 November 
2010, in seventy cities, over one hundred thousand people united in the protest Nederland schreeuwt om cultuur 
(‘The Netherlands cries out for culture’) (Kunsten ’92, 2010; or see www.nederlandschreeuwtomcultuur.nl)
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fact that the government is the main financer of the arts is considered problematic, 
because this points to a lack of public interest. The arts should be given back to 
society is the verdict (Zijlstra, 2010: 1). The budget cuts Zijlstra announces are 
presented as a means to this end.  
 In its advice document Noodgedwongen keuzen (Forced Choices), the Raad 
voor Cultuur does not simply accept everything Zijlstra has proposed. It warns that 
there will be serious consequences for implementing the planned cutbacks (2011: 
4). In fact, the council argues that such severe budget cuts might backfire on the 
government’s aim to ‘give culture back to society’, because ticket prices might rise, 
and ‘cultural supply’ might shrink (e.g. 4; 12; 19). The council adopts market terms 
such as ‘supply’, mirroring the vocabulary used by Zijlstra in its advice. However, 
the council also argues that Zijlstra thinks of societal value and audience 
participation too narrowly: as just the number of paid tickets (14). It proposes to 
broaden the understanding of participation to include the diversity of audiences 
in background, interests, age, and education (Ibid.). Furthermore, the council 
questions the government’s argument that art should be ‘given back to society’: 

art and culture are an integral part of the daily lives of millions of Dutch 
people, both as public and as practitioners, and the direct and indirect 
economic spin-off of cultural activities is particularly large […]. Moreover, 
art is a successful export item. In other words, the question is what exactly 
should be given back to whom. (19) 

The arts are not doing bad at all, the council stresses. Regardless of the Raad voor 
Cultuur’s critiques on the narrow focus on Zijlstra’s plans, it points out that it is, 
in principle, not against stimulating cultural institutions to explore ways to earn 
income in times of financial crisis (10). Yet the inherent value of the arts should 
not be denied, and the expectations of cultural institutions should be realistic: the 
idea that cultural institutions would be able to find ways to replace their current 
governmental financing before 2012 is ‘completely illusory’, according to the council 
(12). Therefore, it included the condition that the state secretary should create a 
transition period until 2015 (10; 12).  
 Later that same year, 2011, Halbe Zijlstra presented his policy memorandum 
Meer dan kwaliteit (More than Quality); in it, he chooses to largely ignore the advice 
of the Raad voor Cultuur (Zijlstra, 2011). The condition of the transition period is 
put aside, and Zijlstra writes that the government made different decisions about 
what it will cut on the basis of political priorities (14).45 Especially for the symphony 
orchestras, these political priorities led to radically different decisions than the 
council had proposed. Whereas the council had advised to keep all ten orchestras 
and to cut significantly yet equally across their budgets, the state secretary proposes 

45 The moment that the plans proposed in Meer dan kwaliteit are accepted by the government, the chairwoman 
of the Raad voor Cultuur, two members, and the entire performing arts committee decide to resign because they 
do not feel comfortable having to respond to political requests that explicitly break with their advice (Bockma, 
2011; ANP, 2011). In 2012, the subsidy advice Slagen in cultuur (Succeeding in culture) is thus written by new 
council members.
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to reduce the number of orchestras in the cultural essential infrastructure (BIS) 
from ten to seven (15–16). The main reason for this rigorous decision is the number 
of audience members that reached: the audiences of symphonic concerts are 
declining, especially among younger people, it is explained, so it would be illogical 
to keep all ten orchestras (15).   
  In this period, participation is understood quantitatively and economically 
and the audience as consumers of culture according to a market logic: the dominant 
narrative that is constructed is rooted in the market principle that says that as 
many people as possible should participate in the arts. To reach that aim, cultural 
institutions have to produce exhibitions, concerts, and other ‘products’ that are 
appealing enough for many people to spend money on. This is desirable because 
it is argued that a healthy cultural sector would be less financially dependent on 
the government. Ultimately, and in spite of critiques from the Raad voor Cultuur 
and the protests of the broader cultural sector, participation becomes defined as 
the number of tickets sold and thus as a criterion that can help to measure the 
success of a cultural institution. Shortly after the budget cuts are implemented, on 
21 April 2012, the PVV withdrew its support from the government; as a result, the 
government had to resign, and a new election had to be called. Whereas the cultural 
policy plans usually coincide with the government’s periods, a new minister had 
to take responsibility for the plans and budget cuts that had already been decided 
on.   

Participating in artistic and societal collaborations, 2017–2020  
As the new minister of education, culture, and science, Jet Bussemaker, member 
of the social-democratic labour party PvdA, takes office in November 2012, 
discussions on the value of the arts and the role that the government has and should 
have vis-à-vis the cultural sector are revived in full force (Schrijvers et al., 2015; 
Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, 2013: 18). Bussemaker underlines that her 
approach will be different than that of her predecessor: she focusses on the societal 
value of the arts, instead of on economic value. In the letter in which she presents 
her first ideas for cultural policy, Cultuur beweegt (Culture Moves), she writes that 
the value of culture for society is large: ‘Culture connects, offers pleasure, and 
contributes to solving societal issues’ (2013: 1). Instead of talking about audience 
numbers, Bussemaker focusses on the broader relations between art and society 
and speaks of ‘connecting with society’ and of the importance of ‘collaborations’ 
(1–2).  
 The type of collaboration Bussemaker considers important is the cross-
fertilisation between the cultural sector and other sectors. She argues that the arts 
‘can contribute to health care, problems around the ageing population, urban 
development, climate change and the sustainable use of natural resources’ (3). She 
sees it as one of the tasks of the government to stimulate innovative and 
interdisciplinary collaborations between cultural institutions and other sectors in 
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society.46 Bussemaker thus creates a new storyline that centres on collaboration. 
One of the reasons why the cultural sector can contribute to these other domains 
is because of ‘twenty-first century skills’ such as creativity and innovative thinking 
inherent in it (2–3). Bussemaker argues that these skills are broadly important in 
the contemporary knowledge society and can be acquired and learnt through 
participating in arts and culture as children and as amateurs. So while participation 
in the arts brings a lot of joy, it is also necessary for the development of societally 
relevant skills (3). This leads to a conclusion that has consequences for cultural 
institutions: they should make an effort to actively involve audience members and 
amateurs in their activities in new ways. At the moment of her brief, Bussemaker 
argues, cultural institutions have too little dialogue with audiences and other 
participants: ‘the involvement of volunteers, amateurs and the public is often given 
little attention’ (15). All in all, Bussemaker explores how collaboration both between 
the cultural sector and different sectors and between cultural institutions and 
audiences can be stimulated.  
  In 2015, the Raad voor Cultuur followed up with Bussemaker’s letter and 
presented its Agenda Cultuur, 2017–2020 en verder (Agenda Culture, 2017–2020 
and beyond). In this document, the council critically discusses the minister’s focus 
on the societal value of the arts:

The Council also endorses the societal importance of culture and its range 
of values. […] But in the Council’s view, any discussion about the value of 
culture should take into account those qualities that distinguish it from 
everything else. That is the aesthetic value of the arts. (2015: 12–13) 

The council defends the aesthetic value of the arts and argues that every plan and 
every policy that concerns culture should do justice to this first (14). This aesthetic 
value, as we have seen in earlier periods, is positioned at the core of the cultural 
sector. This time, that does not, however, mean that audience and amateur 
participation are not important: the public is essential for cultural institutions. 
‘For every cultural activity – however experimental or specialised, however 
traditional or innovative – there is an audience, or an audience must be found’ 
(57). Aesthetic value, the council argues, only ‘works’ when it communicates with 
a public.   
  The Raad voor Cultuur agrees with the minister that the relations and 
collaborations that cultural institutions have with audiences can be improved. This 
is a challenge for both cultural institutions and cultural policy, because there is no 
‘one-size-fits-all’ strategy that can improve these relations (57–58). Instead, it 
should be explored per practice what can be done, and cultural institutions should 
experiment with new activities (57). In fact, they are already doing so:

46  In fact, this very research project is financed through a programme that was launched by Bussemaker to 
stimulate collaboration between universities, universities of applied sciences (hogescholen), and cultural insti-
tutions: the NWO/SIA Smart Culture programme. It was launched in 2016, and during the launch, Bussemaker 
said: ‘The cross-fertilisation between science and art is crucial for solving major societal problems’ (NWO, 2016).
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listening routes and club evenings are organised in museums, orchestras 
play in locations other than the classical concert hall, and theatres profile 
themselves through distinctive programming and alliances with companies. 
Some institutions literally go into the neighbourhood in search of their 
audience. (61)

Cultural institutions explore new (digital) ways of working and collaborate with 
partners, also outside of their own sector or discipline, to actively involve audiences 
in their activities. Education and participation are no longer seen as an obligation 
by cultural institutions, but as an investment in their future. In a report 
collaboratively published by all the Dutch symphony orchestras, the orchestras 
actively position themselves in the discussion to ask the government and the Raad 
voor Cultuur to replace the focus on just audience numbers and sold chairs of the 
previous cultural policy period with a focus that attends to the broader societal 
activities orchestras work on (Vereniging van Nederlandse Orkesten, 2014: 3–4). 
Activities such as education and experimental concerts also deserve attention, 
according to the orchestras. They argue for a move away from the strict way in 
which the council distinguishes between ‘core’ activities and the other activities 
they do.   
 To do justice to the request of the orchestras and the broader developments 
in the cultural sector, the Raad voor Cultuur proposed to change its evaluation 
criteria. The criterion ‘quality’ is currently mainly focussed on the aesthetic quality, 
the ‘content’ of traditional activities, but this narrow focus causes many new and 
innovative activities to remain under the radar, because they do not fit the criterion 
(Raad voor Cultuur, 2015: 79). The council proposes to adopt a more inclusive 
understanding of quality, namely the ‘quality of activities’: ‘These activities can 
relate to the core activities that the institutions carry out, but also activities in 
other areas such as education, participation, talent development and innovation’ 
(83). As such, the council makes an effort to include participation, innovation, and 
education as activities that can be evaluated on their quality. Yet it still speaks of 
a ‘core’ and the societal activities that are added to this core, in line with the 
Thorbecke adage. Later that year, Bussemaker presented the memorandum Ruimte 
voor cultuur (Space for Culture) (2015), in which she adopts the council’s 
suggestion.   
 During this period, the notion of participation becomes deeply entangled 
with ideas about the societal value of the arts. The cultural sector is argued to be 
an important domain, because it has the capability to contribute to solving large 
societal problems. Interdisciplinary collaborations between cultural institutions 
and other sectors and disciplines should be stimulated to contribute to solving 
complex societal issues. The cultural sector can make valuable contributions, 
because it has strongly developed ‘twenty-first century skills’ – creative and 
innovative problem-solving skills. These skills are broadly relevant for society, 
which is why it is argued that ‘active participation’ (as amateur or as volunteer, 
for example) should be stimulated as much as possible. However, the Raad voor 
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Cultuur critically remarked that the arts first and foremost are of aesthetic value. 
This statement did not mean to argue that participation is not important for 
cultural institutions. Quite the contrary. It put forwards the idea that participatory 
activities, innovative collaborations, and education projects should also be of 
aesthetic value. This leads to the broadening of the assessment criterion ‘quality’: 
it no longer distinguishes between aesthetic (and thus core) and other participation 
activities, but broadly evaluates the quality of the spectrum of activities that cultural 
institutions develop.  
 In 2017, towards the end of her term as minister, Jet Bussemaker asked 
the Raad voor Cultuur for advice on national cultural policy and the revision of the 
cultuurstelsel, the cultural system, from 2021 onwards. She requested the council 
to develop ‘sector advices’: one advice per cultural sector, in which the council 
evaluates the sector and its issues and proposes a potential future for the cultural 
system that would benefit that sector (Bussemaker, 2017: 1–2). The extensive sector 
advices that the Raad voor Cultuur published over the course of 2017–2018 form 
the basis of the cultural policy discourse during the last period I analyse.47  
Participation as artistic work, 2021–2024  
A month after the new minister of education, culture and science, Ingrid van 
Engelshoven (of the liberal democrat party D66) took office, the Raad voor Cultuur 
presented its first sector advice to her (Raad voor Cultuur, 2017b). The advice is 
focussed on the music sector. In the introduction, the council explains its general 
motivations behind the sector advices: the BIS has been rather limited. In the case 
of music, the BIS almost exclusively subsidises institutions for symphonic music 
(2017b: 95). This narrowness of the BIS is a problem, according to the Raad voor 
Cultuur, because it has led to a ‘mismatch’ between the subsidised cultural offer 
and the types of art that Dutch citizens participate in: the government only 
subsidises a few cultural disciplines, and these are not the preference of many 
citizens (60). The BIS should be broadened so that the government supports a more 
diverse range of art and culture, according to the council (12). The relation between 
the arts and their audience is thus at the core of the defined problem. However, in 
contrast with what Zijlstra argued some years earlier, the Raad voor Cultuur does 
not think the solution to this problem lies in cutting the budget of those institutions 
subsidised by the government. Instead, it argues for the inclusion of more 
institutions:

The government-subsidised offer still mainly consists of more traditional 
art forms and genres. We want the government to continue the support of 
those art forms and their ongoing developments. But it is also necessary to 
offer artists and creatives from other, and often younger, disciplines 
support. (2019: 31; also see 2017b: 12)

47 In total, the Raad voor Cultuur published ten sector advices between the end of 2017 and the end of 2018. The 
sector advice on music was the first to be published.
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  In the policy memorandum Cultuur in een open samenleving (Culture in 
an Open Society), the new minister, Van Engelshoven, explicates her cultural policy 
for the upcoming period (2018). She agrees with the Raad voor Cultuur that the 
range of institutions subsidised by the national government should be broadened 
to better represent the variety that already exists in the cultural sector. She explains 
that, whereas the audiences of many subsidised cultural institutions such as 
symphony orchestras are ageing, a younger generation engages with new art 
forms: ‘Therefore there is every reason to examine the composition of the subsidised 
institutions’ (23).48 Finding ways to both examine and change the composition of 
the BIS has remained the main challenge throughout this period.   
 In the policy memorandum, the reasons for wanting to broaden the subsidy 
system remain rather implicit, but the Raad voor Cultuur does outline its ideas. 
According to the council, support for other art forms will strengthen the position 
of more creatives, and it is expected that through diversifying the supported 
cultural institutions, a larger and more diverse audience will be reached (8–9; see 
also 15). The narrative that is constructed is that it is important for the cultural 
sector to connect to wider audiences, and that this can be done by broadening the 
BIS. This does, however, not mean that new audiences can only be reached through 
non-traditional art forms and disciplines. The council puts forward a second 
observation that concerns more traditional cultural institutions, such as symphony 
orchestras.  
 The Raad voor Cultuur has seen that also within the cultural institutions 
that are already part of the BIS, a new understanding of audiences and their roles 
has been emerging:

At 3 a.m., an orchestra director sends his horn players to a nightclub full of 
students to give a show together with a DJ on behalf of the orchestra. When 
asked whether he thinks those students will also come to his concert hall in 
the future, the orchestra director answers: ‘They don’t have to. This is the 
concert.’ (2017b: 42)

Not only do symphony orchestras collaborate with new artistic disciplines and 
young makers, their understanding of what a concert is, the council stresses, is 
also evolving (Ibid.). The notion of the symphonic music concert is being stretched 
to include many different activities and elements: the use of apps, virtual or 
augmented reality, activating the audience in new ways, moving into the 
neighbourhoods of cities and towns (42–43). What all of the examples have in 
common is that the audience and the ways they participate are understood as an 
inherent part of the artistic work the orchestras do: 

The Night Watch is not that painting on the wall. It is what happens 
between the painting and the viewer. We can directly transfer this 

48 A crucial difference between this and the previous period is that the government makes additional money 
available to invest in arts and heritage (Van Engelshoven, 2019: 20; 32)
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philosophy of the Participatory Museum to music: a concert or a piece of 
music is what happens between the music and the listener. (6)

In such a ‘participatory concert’, it has become part of the ‘artistic process’ to create 
the right context for the concert, and this changes the experience of both audience 
member and musician, according to the Raad voor Cultuur (42). Aesthetic 
motivations can no longer be separated from societal motivations (60). The 
storyline that is produced stresses that, even in the practices of traditional cultural 
organisations such as symphony orchestras, the dialogue with and participation 
of both old and new audiences is being considered as at the core of the work that 
they do. Tensions emerge between the sides of the Thorbecke triangle: a clear-cut 
distinction between aesthetic core and societal relevance, that the Thorbecke adage 
installed, is hence problematised.   
  In this period, the notion of participation first of all refers to the idea that 
the range of institutions that the Dutch government subsidises is not wide enough: 
it no longer represents the diverse arts disciplines in which citizens enjoy 
participating. The focus on diversity of cultural activities and aim to include diverse 
audiences in the subsidised cultural offer that Van der Ploeg proposed in 1999 
resounds in the ideas that emerge here. This time, however, the perceived lack of 
diversity is solved in another way than back then. The ministry invests money to 
diversify the range of cultural institutions that are part of the BIS. This diversification 
is argued to be necessary, because it will lead to a better representation in the 
essential cultural infrastructure of the diverse professional cultural sector that 
already exists. As a result, the BIS becomes broader than ever (2020a: 15).49   
  However, the definition of participation that is produced is not just focussed 
on representing more audiences in the cultural infrastructure. Participation is no 
longer just a criterion for societal relevance, but considered as an aesthetically 
relevant element of the work that cultural institutions do. For a long time, a concert 
consisted of a performance on stage in front of a listening audience in a hall, but 
that definition of a concert is due for revision, according to the Raad voor Cultuur 
(2017b: 42). In recent years, cultural institutions, both traditional and non-
traditional, have started to experiment with the ways they relate to their audiences. 
Even symphony orchestras no longer take for granted the ways in which the 
audience participates in a concert. Instead, the relations between musicians, 
conductors, other creatives, and audience members are argued to be at the core of 
the responsibilities of the institution. Participation becomes defined as something 
that is not a surplus to an arts practice; it is very much part of the everyday work 
of any cultural institution. 

49 Now, as I finish writing this chapter in late 2021, it is still not clear what the period 2021–2024 will look like 
exactly, because the Covid-19 crisis has severely affected the Dutch cultural sector (Raad voor Cultuur, 2020b; 2021). 
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Table 1: Overview of analysed periods in cultural policy discourse

Period Storyline(s) on cultural institutions & 
audiences

Notion of participation…

2000–2004 There is a gap between what is on offer in the cultural 
sector and the ‘demand’ of audiences. The current 
offer leads to homogeneous audiences (old and White). 
The diversification of audiences is not only societally 
but also artistically relevant, because the quality of 
cultural activities emerges in the confrontations with 
audience members. The government stimulates cultural 
institutions to develop a more entrepreneurial attitude 
towards audiences with a 3 per cent measure.

- …is defined as reaching 
audiences and involving them 
in diverse ‘confrontations’ 

(concerts, exhibitions).

2005–2008 The autonomy of cultural institutions should be 
protected from budget cuts and detailed government 
interference. The aesthetic core of the cultural sector 
is doing well, but the government wants to stimulate 
cultural education, because this is a means to get as 
many Dutch citizens as possible to understand the value 
of the arts.

- …is replaced by ‘cultural 
education’, because nothing 
is wrong with the aesthetic 
quality that cultural 
institutions provide; it just 
needs to be taught to those 
who do not understand it yet.

2009–2012 Creative skills are important in an innovative society, 
and these can be learnt and stimulated through 
participation in the arts (as amateur, audience member, 
visitor). The government founds the Fonds voor 
Cultuurparticipatie to stimulate these activities. Cultural 
institutions, such as orchestras, that do not yet manage 
to involve themselves sufficiently with amateur practices 
and cultural education should professionalise in this 
domain.

-…is defined as ‘active’ 
engagement with the arts as 
amateur, volunteer, student, 
child, developing creative skills 
and as a ‘passive’ participating 
in cultural events. 

2013–2016 The cultural sector has become too dependent on the 
government and has lost its connection to the wider 
public. As a consequence, the arts have become elitist 
and do not connect to the ‘market’ enough. Cultural 
institutions become less dependent on the government, 
so that, to survive, they need to better match societal 
needs and preferences to reach enough audience 
members to make sufficient financial turnover.

-…is defined as the number 
of tickets sold: this number 
is an indication of the public 
interest and the connection 
with Dutch society a cultural 
institution has.

2017–2020 The arts are of societal value: the cultural sector can 
contribute to solving complex societal issues through its 
twenty-first century skills. So while participation in the 
arts also brings a lot of joy, it is also necessary for the 
development of societally relevant skills. But cultural 
institutions have too little dialogue with audiences and 
other participants such as amateurs and volunteers. 
To improve this dialogue, there is no ‘one-size-fits-
all’ solution. Instead, cultural institutions will need to 
experiment and find new ways to engage audiences.

-…is defined as active 
participation, but also as 
the ways in which cultural 
institutions ‘collaborate’ 
with audiences in anything 
from education projects to 

interdisciplinary experiments.

2021–2024 The government needs to broaden the BIS for it 
to include move diverse art forms and disciplines 
that young audiences participate in. That way, the 
government’s spending will be connected to the cultural 
activities and preferences of a more diverse range of 
audiences. However, participation is not just a criterion 
for societal relevance. Cultural institutions such as 
orchestras started to stretch the understanding of what 
a concert is and see audience participation as a core part 
of the work they do.

-…is defined as an inherent 
part of every artistic practice, 

as part of the aesthetic work. 
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3.4 Conclusions

At the start of this chapter, I explained my aim to analyse how Dutch cultural policy 
discourse constructs definitions and problem definitions of the notion of 
‘participation’, so I could gain a deeper understanding of how the relations between 
symphony orchestras and their audiences are conceived. I soon found that, in Dutch 
cultural policy discourse, the relations between cultural institutions and their 
audiences have continuously been discussed, problematised, and described since 
the 1970s. The goal of this chapter was not to arrive at a single, clear-cut definition 
of participation, nor was it to ‘reveal’ how cultural policy frames the arts. Rather, 
I set out to analyse the complexity of the cultural-political context in which 
‘participation’ became an important term and simultaneously unpack the meanings 
given to it. As it turned out, the definitions of participation as well as the ways in 
which it was constructed as a problem were multiple (see Table 1).   
  At first glance, the discourse analysis I conducted shows a broad variety 
of different narratives and definitions of participation (see Table 1). Looking again, 
continuities can also be observed. The storylines that were constructed about 
cultural institutions and their audiences are all concerned with finding a balance 
between the responsibilities of the government, the cultural sector, and its 
audiences. This balancing work recalls the tensions in what I called the ‘Thorbecke 
triangle’, which has underpinned Dutch cultural policy since the second half of the 
twentieth century. This Thorbecke triangle, as I explained, refers to the tensions 
between the autonomy and aesthetic value of cultural institutions, their societal 
relevance, and the role of the government in supporting them financially. What 
can be recognised in these tensions is how cultural policy, just like the symphonic 
music world as I showed in Chapter 2, assumes a particular view of the arts: it is 
built on the assumption that there is an aesthetic core that can and should be 
protected. What can be assessed by the government is the societal value of the arts, 
because this is not seen as part of the aesthetic core. The triangle renders visible 
the struggles of Dutch cultural policy to legitimate its decisions without judging 
the aesthetic quality of this core of the arts. The narratives in the discourse since 
1999 can be read as attempts to strike a balance that helps to, at least temporarily, 
release some of the tension between the sides. The notion of participation is at the 
heart of this ongoing balancing work.  
 The Raad voor Cultuur and the ministry time and again use the notion of 
participation to formulate policies that could help to solve specific problems. The 
notion of participation is used to both articulate and problematise relations between 
cultural institutions and their audiences and to frame the role of the government 
in finding solutions to these problems. For example, between 2009 and 2012, both 
the ministry and the council broaden the meaning of participation to emphasise 
the importance of active participation by amateurs and volunteers – this active 
participation should be stimulated and therefore Fonds voor Cultuurparticipatie 
is created. In the next period, between 2013 and 2016, participation’s definition is 
quantitative: it helps the ministry to underline the importance of selling tickets 
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and filling chairs, and to argue that the cultural sector should care more about this. 
In many of the constructed storylines, the notion of participation is associated with 
the societal value of the arts and thus forms a side of practice that the government 
can evaluate and use to justify its financial decisions.50 I observed that the notion 
functions as a tool in the cultural policy discourse that helps to formulate problem 
definitions in a concise manner and to utter directions of how these could potentially 
be solved. Throughout the discourse, it is reformulated who should participate, 
when and where participation takes place, what is good participation, and how to 
evaluate that. This finding relates to the conclusions of much of the literature that 
scrutinises the role of participation in cultural policy discourse in other national 
contexts: the focus on ‘participation’ is a means for governments to legitimate their 
cultural policy (Oosterbaan Martinius, 1990; Vuyck, 2010; Tomka, 2013; Stevenson 
et al., 2015). Following the problematisation of the notion laid bare by the 
convictions of the Raad voor Cultuur and the ministry at different points in time, 
it helped to understand the particular ‘social and moral order’ that was produced 
in the discourse (Hajer, 1995: 64; Gomart & Hajer, 2003).  
 However, participation is not just a neutral term that simply exists as a 
useful tool for legitimation. Participation is a multifaceted, normatively charged 
notion that not only helps the government to fix tensions around its own involvement 
with the cultural sector, I found that it also caused tensions time and again. Such 
tensions became most visible in how the quality criteria that the Raad voor Cultuur 
uses to evaluate cultural institutions have repeatedly been put up for discussion 
over the past twenty years. Traditionally, the council would distinguish between 
the quality of the aesthetic content and of other activities such as projects that 
aimed to widen audience participation. But as cultural institutions such as 
symphony orchestras increasingly developed such ‘participatory’ activities (from 
education projects to experimental concerts in a nightclub) the lines between what 
should be considered ‘aesthetic content’ and what should not became blurred. What 
if the concert in the nightclub is the concert, and it is both of aesthetic and of 
societal value at the same time? Responding to developments in the sector, the 
Raad voor Cultuur changed its evaluation criteria multiple times: for example, it 
proposed to focus on ‘outcome’ rather than ‘output’ to find ways to evaluate more 
than sold tickets (Raad voor Cultuur, 2010; Vereniging voor Nederlandse Orkesten, 
2014), or it wanted to broaden its definition of ‘quality’ to include any activity a 
cultural institution might undertake (Raad voor Cultuur, 2015). What these changes 
have in common is that they seek ways to undo the strict divide between ‘aesthetic’ 
and ‘societal’ – between ‘core activities’ and ‘other activities’. The notion of 
participation, thus, leads the council to question the conception of art that is 
assumed in the Thorbecke triangle and the distinction between societal and 
aesthetic value that this conception results in.  

50 For instance, it is argued that culture depends too heavily on the government and therefore that the public 
is neglected, so the budget should be cut to make cultural institutions more independent (2013–2016) or that 
the government needs to broaden its support of culture for more audiences’ cultural taste to be included, so an 
investment in the BIS is necessary (2021–2024).
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  All in all, the notion of participation at first seems to mainly function as a 
practical tool for the government to stay clear of judging the aesthetic content of 
the cultural sector, but the term turns out to be more ambiguous. As soon as 
cultural institutions develop new concerts and projects that aim to improve 
audience participation in response to the problem definitions of the discourse, this 
led to activities that no longer easily fit with existing evaluation criteria that strictly 
distinguish between aesthetic and societal value. Consequently, ‘participation’ 
activities put the government’s dominant conceptualisation of arts practices to the 
test and this leads to the questioning and even to the revision of evaluation criteria. 
Participation, when put into practice, apparently does not lead to a clear-cut 
separate set of activities; it leads to activities that meddle with what is and is not 
viewed as ‘aesthetic content’ by the Raad voor Cultuur and the ministry. Ultimately, 
the innovation of participation leads to tensions in cultural policy discourse, 
because it challenges existing quality criteria and assumptions about what is and 
is not of aesthetic value.   
 The tensions in cultural policy discourse create a context that symphony 
orchestras, as subsidised cultural institutions, (have to) relate to. Over the past 
twenty years, orchestras have picked up on the problem definitions that were 
produced in cultural policy discourse: today, they, for instance, have fully fledged 
education departments, experiment with concert formats in which the role of their 
audiences has changed, and collaborate with different arts disciplines or sectors. 
How to do participation and how to innovate the role of the audience is important, 
tense, and risky work for orchestras. But what does it mean for orchestras to 
develop activities in which they innovate audience participation, what is difficult 
about it? To what extent does the innovation of audience participation challenge 
symphony orchestra’s own ways of working and ideas about (aesthetic) quality as 
well? To answer those questions, I analyse how symphony orchestras practically 
innovate audience participation in their everyday practices in Chapter 4.
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Do you also have little bits of music that you, every once in a while, carry around 
with you − an earworm from the radio, a tune you danced to, a song you hold dear? 
I have many. Among the music that settles down in my head regularly is one bit of 
symphonic music. I find myself humming it while doing the laundry, as I take a 
walk through my neighbourhood, as I rewrite a paragraph. It is a tiny piece of the 
Seventh Symphony (the Leningrad symphony) by Dmitri Shostakovich. Definitely 
not the whole symphony. I hum a couple of bars at most. 

Before my fieldwork, I had never really listened to this symphony. I got to know it 
and heard it over and over again during the rehearsals of the NSO. In my field 
notes, I described the fragment to myself as the ‘pluk pluk pluk… pluk-pluk, pluk-
pluk-pluk…’-bit. I also jotted down that the conductor told the string players he 
only wanted to hear the sweat on their fingertips meet the rosin on their strings. 
I was enchanted by how so many people could make such a small sound. 

At the same time, I was unsure whether the writings in my field notes actually 
conveyed the snippet of music. I wondered if perhaps my descriptions needed to 
provide more about the context of the music. I tried again, and using the information 
out of the programme notes of the NSO I was reading at the time, I wrote in my 
notebook:

Shostakovich composed his Seventh Symphony in 1941. Soon after its 
premiere in 1942, it became known as the ‘Leningrad symphony’. Its first 
movement is said to be inspired by the month of August 1941, the month 
Hitler’s Army Group North approached and invaded the Soviet Union, 
commencing the Siege of Leningrad. After the peaceful opening minutes of 
the first movement of the symphony, the soft snare drum indicates 
something is about to happen. A battle march is slowly coming closer – the 
‘invasion theme’ is introduced.

Or, I asked myself, should I simply refer to the fragment in the score as composed 
by Shostakovich? From bar 145 in the first movement onwards, you – and I – can 
find what I hum. Anyone who can read sheet music will see there that the fragment 
starts incredibly softly and slowly surges. You hear a snare drum and strings played 
pizzicato. A little later, woodwinds join in too.  

None of these notations manage to share with you that this is my fragment, 
however. They do not convey that I was sitting in the audience in the local theatre 
in Someren – sold out – when I heard it for the first time in concert. The stage of 

Interlude III: Writing about music
On the role of notation in symphonic music and the 
ethnographic writing practice
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the tiny theatre was too small to really fit the enormous NSO. The space was 
packed, the temperature rising rapidly. When my fragment started, about seven 
minutes into the first movement, it was dead quiet. Snare drum, sweat, and rosin. 
As it got louder, I noticed the collectively held breath, my own included, on and off 
stage, and felt the tension in the room in my stomach.  

But the fragment was not only one of grand collective moments either. I also wrote 
in my little notebook how I was doing the dishes with my headphones on when 
my fragment came along. I needed to press them against my ears to hear the 
pizzicato strings while the water was running. I did not want to miss it.  

As I was writing about the fragment, again and again, it made me experience my 
inability to notate the qualities of it.  

One afternoon, months after I finished my fieldwork at the NSO, I picked up a book 
I had not browsed in quite a while: Raymond Queneau’s Exercices de style (1978 
[1947]). In it, Queneau writes a story about a man who sees a guy on a bus and 
later on the same day, sees him again. The story is half a page long and utterly 
unremarkable, but the author proceeds to write the same story ninety-nine more 
times in different ways. Some versions follow a strict grid; others are saturated 
with details, meandering across the pages. To me, the book shows that writing, 
just like playing music, is a mode of performing.   

Much like there are preferred ways of performing in symphonic music, I realised, 
there are preferred ways of writing it too. I read about the music’s historical context, 
its score, and its composer in programme notes a great deal, but hardly ever did I 
read about the conductor’s first memory of the symphony and I was the one who 
started to ask about how the musicians must have rehearsed it in their student 
houses.   

With Queneau in mind, I go back to the attempts I made in my field notes to write 
about the few bars of Shostakovich’s symphony. I see them in a new way. Just like 
I found in the previous chapter that the notion of participation is capable of 
acquiring new meanings through the written policy reports, my musical fragment 
might be able to acquire new meanings through my writing. This implies that I 
should not view my writing as static output. I should not search for the way to 
notate the quality of the music. Rather, my practice of writing-as-notation is a 
performative practice in which I am continuously exploring the variety of qualities 
of the world I am researching. 
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4.1 A complex machine 

Whenever I asked interviewees what happens when their symphonic orchestras 
start to ‘innovate’ participation, the first reactions emphasised how difficult and 
laborious this is. ‘Well, the organisation is not exactly equipped to manage concerts 
that are different’ (Interview Doyen, 2018), or ‘a participatory concert is a lot more 
work for us’ (Interview Vrijlandt, 2018), they would reply. One of my interviewees 
attributed these difficulties to the nature of the symphony orchestra as an 
organisation:  

Orchestras are old vehicles that have not or have hardly changed for a long 
time. But over the past few years, a lot has happened. […] New activities 
have to be fit into the machine, in terms of planning and financially, but if 
you change anything in the assembly line situation, it all starts squeaking 
and grinding. [New activities] require changes in everything around them 
as well. With small changes, you are often altering rigid old-fashioned 
mechanisms in your organisation – which also ensure safety and quality. 
And you still want them to continue to offer safety and quality. That’s quite 
a challenge. (Interview Wiegel, 2018) 

The analogy George Wiegel, artistic director of the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
Orchestra, drew between the orchestra and an assembly line stuck with me. It is 
an image that makes sense when you see how a group of musicians and staff work 
together in a routine manner to organise hundreds of concerts per season. He 
pictures the orchestra as a machine, an image that evokes an organisation that is 
routinised and inflexible, but also embodies a lot of technical, organisational, and 
musical know-how. At the same time, Wiegel’s words touch upon some of the 
worries that exist around participatory projects in the debates I discussed in 
Chapter 1. What if orchestras start to sound bad if they do things differently, for 
instance, if the audience is given a different role? And what does this balancing act 
between doing something new, on the one hand, and providing safety and quality, 
on the other hand, entail? The image of the orchestra as a complex machine that 
is being altered raises questions about the mechanisms that safeguard quality (what 
are these?) and to what extent these can or should be kept in place when changing 

4
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orchestral practices.   
  Regardless of such worries, orchestras started to reconsider the role of the 
audience in their everyday practices, stimulated by and relating to the cultural 
policy discourse discussed in the previous chapter. These reconsiderations take the 
form of new projects that attempt to innovate audience participation: from 
innovative concert formats and crossover artistic collaborations to educational 
projects. In this chapter, my aim is to analyse what exactly starts to ‘squeak and 
grind’ when orchestras innovate audience participation in such projects: how do 
orchestras practically innovate audience participation, and how does this challenge 
the organisation’s ways of working? To examine what is at stake for orchestras 
when they innovate audience participation, I will first gather a deeper understanding 
of the nature of the symphony orchestra as an organisation, using secondary 
literature to do so. What are the meanings, understandings, and tensions associated 
with orchestras today? Why do people in the field say that they are difficult to 
change? What kind of vehicle, what kind of machine, is the orchestra? Afterwards, 
as I explained in chapter 2, I ethnographically follow the practical everyday work 
that three orchestras do to organise a project in which the role of the audience is 
being innovated.   

4.2 Researching symphony orchestras 

In their book The Birth of the Orchestra: History of an Institution, 1650–1815, John 
Spitzer and Neal Zaslaw historically trace how the orchestra as an institution came 
into being (2004). After having discussed various national contexts and technical 
developments, the authors end the book with a chapter that reflects on how people 
gave meaning to the symphony orchestra. The authors trace the metaphors that 
were used over time to describe the orchestra, to analyse how its meaning changed 
historically (2004: 519; also see Spitzer, 1996). When the orchestra was a new 
phenomenon, people had to find ways to make sense of it:

When it was born in the late seventeenth century the orchestra was a 
novelty. Never before had people heard music so loud, so grand, and so 
forceful. The orchestra, moreover, represented a new kind of social 
organization: a large number of people doing the same thing at the same 
time in precisely the same way. (Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2004: 508)

Metaphors helped to understand this new and overwhelmingly large musical 
institution. The authors notice that, in its early days in the seventeenth century, 
the orchestra was often described as a sort of ‘society’: a large group of people 
under the authority of a leader (Spitzer, 1996: 240–241). As the orchestra 
standardised over the course of the eighteenth century, with ‘the development of 
orchestral discipline and a uniform playing style’, the symphony orchestra was no 
longer perceived as a group of individuals, but as one single, impersonal entity: 
‘by the nineteenth century, the orchestra had become a thing’ (1996: 248; Spitzer 
& Zaslaw, 2004: 525). Consequently, the metaphors that were used to describe the 
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orchestra changed.  
 During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the metaphor 
that flourished was that of the orchestra as a machine (2004: 519–520). Spitzer 
and Zaslaw show how this metaphor was, for example, used to describe a 250-
member orchestra in 1784: ‘When all the wheels of that huge machine, the 
Orchestra, were in motion, the effect resembled clock-work in every thing, but 
want of feeling and expression’ (Burney, 1785: 15, as cited in Spitzer & Zaslaw, 
2004: 519). The authors analyse that the machine metaphor is used to draw 
attention to attributes such as large size, motion, complexity, and diversity of parts 
(519). The musicians came to be seen as cogs in one huge machine, working 
together diligently: ‘Like a machine, when an orchestra is functioning properly, all 
components work together toward a single product or result’ (519; also see Spitzer, 
1996: 247).51 In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the connotations 
of the machine metaphor were positive: the orchestra was an organisation in 
control of the qualitative results, musical performances, it created.  
 The machine metaphor came into parlance around the same time as the 
work-concept (Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2004; Goehr, 2007; see Chapter 2). As the work-
concept became more important, the image emerged of an orchestra as a group of 
people that works towards a qualitative ‘product’ – the performance of the musical 
work – in a standardised manner. In accordance with idealist aesthetics, it became 
the norm to treat musical works with deep respect, so they needed to be performed 
well aesthetically: ‘playing the score correctly mirrored such respect’ (Bijsterveld 
& Schulp, 2004: 655; see also Bonds, 2006). To play the score correctly, orchestral 
practices standardised: musicians professionalised into technically skilled 
instrumentalists, and around 1840, the role of the conductor as we know it today 
came into being (see Peyser, 2006; Carter & Levi 2003; Lawson, 2003; Stevens, 
2006). Whereas musicians came to be seen as technical parts in the machine 
necessary to reach the desired aesthetic quality, the conductor was the ‘heart’ of 
the machine that set all the other cogs into motion. The conductor acquired an 
important aesthetic responsibility as the leader of the orchestra who ‘stands as the 
main link between the original score and its instrumental interpreters’ (Stevens, 
2006: 280). The metaphor thus showed the orchestras as an ‘aesthetic machine’ 
that consists of clearly divided parts that each have responsibilities to safeguard 
and establish the quality of the performances it produces.52   
  The connotations of the machine metaphor had been predominantly 

51 The metaphor of the machine was often combined with that of an organism or a body: the orchestra not only 
as mechanical but also as living, breathing, and feeling (Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2004: 519–520; also see Semmerling et 
al., 2018). Today, the metaphor of a body seems to contradict that of the machine, but Spitzer and Zaslaw explain 
that, in the eighteenth century, these two were often conflated. In fact, the body itself was regularly described 
as a machine (519).

52 In the field of museum studies, Fernandez Domínguez Rubio has argued that museums today, too, are ‘aesthetic 
machines’ whose socio-material work is laced with aesthetic norms: museum workers have clear ideas of how 
certain works of art need to continue to look like. The practical work carried out in and around the museum as 
institution is constantly concerned with maintaining, repairing, or changing aesthetic ideals (Domínguez Rubio, 
2020).
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positive, but this shifted from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards 
(Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2004: 520; Spitzer, 1996: 248). Whereas machines were first 
associated with curiosity, play, and creativity, by the 1850s, they had become 
‘instruments of oppression in factories’ (Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2004: 521). The 
mechanical efficiency of machines was no longer considered admirable but seen 
as a characteristic that was prone to exploitation. As a result, a suspicion towards 
efficiency can be recognised in the literature – in particular in how the role of the 
conductor is discussed (Spitzer & Zaslaw, 2004: 521; Cottrell, 2017: 5). Earlier 
conductors had been imagined as part of the machine, but they came to be seen as 
authoritative superintendents:

If musicians had previously relied upon the interactions between 
themselves to underpin ensemble creativity, now they had to learn to 
accommodate the gestures of a musician who made no immediate sonic 
contribution yet whose influence in rehearsals exceeded that of the other 
musicians. As Adorno (1976: 104–17) and others have observed, the 
introduction of this overseer can be read as ‘industrializing’ orchestral 
performance, since it established a hierarchical, quasi-corporate structure 
in which the conductor could be seen as analogous to the foreman on the 
factory floor, directing and constraining the actions of the other workers so 
that a finished product emerged to his (rarely her) satisfaction. (Cottrell, 
2017: 5)

The conductor’s role is not just related to aesthetic quality, but also to efficiency 
of labour and therefore to economic efficiency (Cottrell, 2017; Ramnarine, 2014: 
45–46). As musicians became unionised professionals, starting in the twentieth 
century, orchestral performance became ‘an ever more expensive operation’ 
(Cottrell, 2017: 6). Orchestras formalised as cultural organisations, and it became 
clear that ‘a fundamental problem is that orchestras are not economically viable. 
Almost all orchestral concerts cost more to put on than can be gained in box office 
income’ (Noltingk, 2017: 48). The professional orchestra could not just be concerned 
with aesthetic quality. To be a well-functioning machine, it had and still has to take 
into consideration the economic health of the organisation as well. The need for 
economic efficiency created a suspicion of the routine ways of working of orchestras: 
were they really aesthetically beneficial or only economically viable (Cottrell, 2017; 
Adorno, 1976)? The two tend to be seen as opposites, but they are not mutually 
exclusive in orchestral practices. Today, orchestras aim to both achieve a constant 
level of aesthetic quality and to be financially safe. The metaphor of the machine 
highlights the complexity of the symphony orchestra and is a useful tool to bring 
into view the goal-oriented character of traditional symphonic practice: to arrive 
at a concert, the orchestra makes a complex collection of cogs, nuts, and bolts work 
together. But how does the image of the machine translate to contemporary 
orchestras? How can it help to bring into view how symphony orchestras innovate 
audience participation today, and in turn, how does the innovation of audience 
participation challenge the standard machine?   
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Studying contemporary orchestral machines 
The machine metaphor cannot be unreflexively used for contemporary orchestras. 
Historical studies describe the symphony orchestra as an organisation that produces 
one type of end result, but today, as we already saw in the previous chapter, the 
tasks of orchestras are more diverse than ever:

While orchestras will continue to provide the major musical events which 
are the cornerstones of their work, they can no longer be viewed as cultural 
monoliths whose only raison d’être is the performance of late eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century masterpieces. Rather, they should perhaps be seen 
as a resource centre, [that] can be put to use in a variety of contexts. 
(Cottrell, 2003: 258)

Today, symphony orchestras have become organisations that are even more 
complex than they already were, because they do more than perform traditional 
symphonic concerts. The variety of contexts ethnomusicologist Stephen Cottrell 
refers to can be traced in the literature on contemporary symphony orchestras. 
Whereas some researchers focus on the relations between musicians and how they 
creatively work together and the skills developed through that process (Gaunt & 
Dobson, 2014; 2015; Clarke & Doffman, 2017; Ponchione, 2016), others study how 
orchestras can be actors that cause sociopolitical change (Ramnarine, 2011; 2017), 
research ‘audience development’ and the marketing challenges that orchestras face 
when reaching new audiences (Scheff & Kotler, 1996; O’Sullivan, 2009), or analyse 
how orchestras use digital media and technologies to better communicate with 
audiences and innovate the concert artistically (Crawford et al., 2014; Uhde, 2020). 
Regardless of how dispersed these themes may seem, they indicate two things 
about the orchestral machine today that differ from the historical metaphor.  
 First, historical studies of the orchestra focussed on the musicians and 
conductor (Carter & Levi, 2003: 1). Yet the contemporary orchestra consists of 
many more parts: from marketing departments to production, education, and 
programming, all of these are part of contemporary symphonic practice. All parts 
may be important to study, but it is not self-evident how they work together in 
today’s orchestral machines. Additionally, the orchestral machine has changed from 
a machine responsible for producing one type of end result to one that engages in 
new activities while also carrying out its traditional task. Contemporary orchestras 
still perform traditional symphonic concerts, but at the same time, they might be 
setting up experimental concerts, new marketing strategies, developing educational 
projects, or playing a sociopolitical role in their region. The entrenched metaphor 
of the machine helps to highlight that such new activities have to somehow fit in 
a rigidly organised standard way of working. Activities in which audience 
participation is being innovated do not exist outside of the traditional ways of 
working of orchestras, nor do they replace the traditional machine. However, 
perhaps they do complicate, challenge, or change the standard ways of working. 
To analyse whether this is the case and how so, I will empirically analyse how new 
activities that innovate audience participation become part of the orchestral 
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machine and what difficulties this leads to.   
  Methodologically, when studying classical music practices, it can be a pitfall 
to enter the practices with a priori ideas about what is or is not relevant to examine 
and where to find that, as I discussed in Chapter 2 (Benschop, 2015: 54–55; DeNora, 
2004; Acord & DeNora, 2008). The issue with assumptions about what is or is not 
relevant to study is that these assumptions are often rooted in ideal-typical images 
of the practice and assume what is important about it, rather than following its 
messy everyday ways of working to see how different elements are intertwined 
(Benschop, 2015: 54). To circumvent such presuppositions and to ethnographically 
examine how the innovation of audience participation is part of the contemporary 
orchestral machine, I draw on mediation theory in my ethnographic analyses 
throughout this chapter (see Chapter 2; Hennion, 2015 [1993]; 2016; Born & Barry, 
2018; DeNora, 2004). Rather than assuming which parts of the orchestral machine 
are relevant to study, mediation theory requires one to take into account potentially 
everything ‘from the digital-musical object or event (whether MP3 file, track, 
album, performance or genre) to the political, legal, social, cultural, material, 
ideological and aesthetic processes in which it is entangled’ (Born & Barry, 2018: 
445). In the context of this chapter, that means that I will analyse the practical and 
material to organise a project in which audience participation is being innovated, 
but that I could not beforehand decide whether to focus on, say, production meetings 
or rehearsals. Informed by this approach, I observed three projects from start to 
finish in which an orchestra attempted to innovate audience participation: the 
experimental project Beethovens Vierde (Beethoven’s Fourth) of Pynarello, the 
education project het Orkest Laboratorium (the Orchestra Laboratory) at the 
Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra, and the innovative i-Classics Empty Minds 
concerts of philharmonie zuidnederland (see Appendix B). As participant observer, 
I took note of and analysed the nitty-gritty details and practical hassles of these 
projects and conducted interviews with several people involved in them.  
 However, the aim of this chapter is not to merely end up with detailed 
descriptions of the heterogeneous practical work that symphony orchestras do to 
innovate audience participation. Rather, I want to examine what is at stake when 
they do so: how do these innovative projects challenge the traditional orchestral 
machine? To analyse that, I will use Garfinkel’s ‘breaching experiment’ as analytical 
tool (1964; 1967). As I explained in Chapter 1, breaching experiments are an 
ethnomethodological approach in which social scientists deliberately disturb social 
situations and cause ‘trouble’ (Garfinkel, 1964: 227; 1967). This trouble renders 
visible what rules, routines, and conventions play a role in any given social situation. 
The premise of breaching experiments is that, by considering the caused trouble 
analytically, what is at stake in the studied situation can be examined. Whereas 
Garfinkel’s original breaching experiments were actively set up by the researcher 
herself, Trevor Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld (2003) and Ruth Benschop (2015; 2019) 
have argued that the breaching experiment can also be used as a conceptual tool 
to study innovations within the arts. Innovations consciously break with established 
ways of working in a practice, and understanding them as breaching experiments 
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allows for articulating and analysing what routines and conventions are broken 
and what tensions may emerge (Benschop, 2019: 54). Following the logics of the 
breaching experiment, the moments in which symphony orchestras break with 
their conventional ways of working to innovate audience participation might thus 
cause ‘trouble’ – the orchestral machine might start to squeak and grind. Throughout 
this chapter, I will analyse the three projects I followed as if they were ‘breaching 
experiments’ in the orchestral practices to unravel the tensions between the 
innovation of audience participation and the traditional ways of working of the 
orchestras.    
  Each of the three case studies I ethnographically studied, actively breaks 
with conventions in the standard orchestral machine to innovate audience 
participation. In each of the projects, one element of the regular orchestral machine 
that is traditionally considered to be of importance for the aesthetic quality of the 
concerts is altered, or ‘breached’. In the first empirical section, I examine how the 
Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra invites young audience members to play small 
instruments during the education project the Orchestra Laboratory and thus 
become music-making participants during the concerts. Afterwards, I investigate 
how philharmonie zuidnederland aimed to give the audience the responsibility to 
decide on the order of the music during their i-Classics Empty Minds concerts, a 
task that is usually that of the conductor. Finally, I analyse how the experimental 
symphonic music collective Pynarello plays Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony by heart 
and thus without scores and conductor. The collective sees playing without a score 
and conductor as a means to establish their aim of performing the symphony as 
‘open dialogue’ for the audience. Understanding these projects as breaching 
experiments enables me to analyse how and when tensions emerge, what is at 
stake during these moments, and how the orchestras try to ‘continue to offer safety 
and quality’ – in other words, how they try to seek to fit the innovative project in 
their standard ways of working that are crucial to provide aesthetic quality 
(Interview Wiegel, 2018).  

4.3 Learning to listen attentively in the Orchestra Laboratory  
Just like every Dutch symphony orchestra that is part of the BIS, the Rotterdam 
Philharmonic Orchestra has an education department that organises numerous 
educational concerts each season.53 The head of the education department, Katinka 
Reinders, explains that, in every education project the orchestra develops, it 
searches for new ways to invite the children to participate: 

In each new education concert, we are figuring out how to engage that 
particular audience, that age group. We always think about the specific 
audience that will attend the concerts we are preparing. For example, if it is 

53 The orchestra develops projects for primary schools and secondary schools; they also organise family concerts. 
For an impression and the overview of the current season, see https://www.rotterdamsphilharmonisch.nl/nl/
pQzwFx/educatie/basisonderwijs
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a project for toddlers, well, you just know that they cannot sit still for an 
hour and listen, so you need to do something else. Have them sing along, 
have them move. In fact, every education project asks for participation. By 
asking them to actively participate, they also become part of a performance, 
they get a sense of ownership, and then they are much more inclined to 
listen too. (Interview Reinders, 2018)   

Reinders’s explanation shows that audience participation is never simply assumed 
by the education department, because it cannot be expected that the children are 
able to attentively listen to the concert. Instead, in the education projects, the 
orchestra tries to innovate audience participation in such a way that the audience 
is invited to do something in addition to listening. In the education project that I 
analysed, the Orchestra Laboratory, the audience was invited to participate in more 
ways than just as attentive listeners at various moments throughout the concerts: 
they were asked to stand up and do body percussion, sing along, move, or react to 
what happened onstage.   
  All of these activities were part of the story that the project told. During 
the Orchestra Laboratory, the concert hall De Doelen was turned into a scientific 
laboratory for the audience of nine- and ten-year-olds. At school, the children had 
received an invitation to help protagonist Professor Freek and his assistants, PhD 
researcher Roos and percussionist and lab technician Martin, with their experiment. 
The premise of the project was that the professor had managed to contact 
extraterrestrial life, an alien called OO. However, as it turned out, the being only 
understood music, so the only way to communicate with it, was through playing 
different types of music. The Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra and the children 
were invited to become part of the experiment and find out what could be conveyed 
to OO via music: ‘Because what if an alien hears Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony or 
Bizet’s Carmen or the music of the composer Grieg?’54   
  The project started long before the children arrived in De Doelen, the 
concert hall in Rotterdam, and involved several collaborators. During the concerts, 
a full orchestra of around eighty musicians of the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
performed, accompanied by two actors who played the professor (Emile Zeldenrust) 
and PhD candidate (Carmen Mulier), and one former percussionist and now 
‘Innovator’ of the orchestra (Martin Baai). 55 The alien, OO, took the shape of a large 
animation (developed by clarinettist Marcel Geraeds) projected onto an invisible 
screen above the stage (see fig. 4.1). Throughout the organisational process, 
moreover, Reinders was involved as head of the education department, as was a 
theatre director (Bart Oomen) and two composers (Than van Nispen and Stan 
Koch), who arranged the repertoire and wrote additional music for the project. 

54 To read more about the education project, see Appendix B, or watch the introduction to the concert and its 
story here: https://www.rotterdamsphilharmonisch.nl/nl/pQe6HX/basisonderwijs---het-orkest-laboratorium 

55 The role of the ‘innovator’ within the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra can best be defined as an artistic 
production leader of innovative projects (from an education project to Arabic Symphonic Night). The innovator 
is responsible for overseeing the often complex organisational processes of projects that are outside of the 
orchestra’s routine.
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Moreover, a selected group of children, sitting in the stands at the right of the stage, 
was part of the collaborating partners as well: they rehearsed and prepared to play 
along with the orchestra on small instruments. During each concert, these two 
classes were to take place on the tribune next to the orchestra and to have the task 
of playing along with the orchestral musicians on simple instruments: triangles, 
woodblocks, hand drums, and tambourines. The children’s role is part of the story 
of the concert: while the orchestra plays a fragment of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at 
an Exhibition (a part of The Hut on Fowl’s Legs – Baba-Yaga), they have to 
communicate the emotion ‘anger’ to the alien. But how were these participatory 
moments prepared, and how do or are they made to fit, if at all, with the regular 
ways of working of the orchestral practitioners? When I joined one of the actors 
in the project, percussionist/lab technician Martin Baai, as participant observer, I 
discovered that the participation of the audience, both this selection of school 
classes and the broader audience, was prepared meticulously in the weeks leading 
up to the concerts.   

Becoming part of the machine       
To convey the emotion of anger to the alien during the concerts, the school classes 
that have signed up for the more extensive role in the project follow a lesson by 
Martin Baai in which he prepares them for their musical task. When I accompanied 
Baai on his days full of visits to classrooms at primary schools in the surroundings 
of Rotterdam, I learnt that these preparations are not taken lightly: 

Figure 4.1: The actors do a body percussion exercise with the audience during the Orchestra Laboratory; 
above the stage floats extraterrestrial OO. Photograph used with permission of the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
Orchestra.
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We are in one of the classrooms of primary school De Contrabas (the 
Double Bass, what’s in a name) in Capelle aan de IJssel. Martin just 
distributed the little instruments among the children and now tells them 
they will be playing these instruments together with eighty musicians of 
the orchestra. The children are impressed – where it first was noisy, they 
now grow silent. One kid mutters: ‘And we will sit among them?’ Martin 
explains that, yes, they will be part of the actual performance, but that they 
will be sitting a little higher, in the chairs right next to the stage. After he 
explains their task to the children, they get to work. They have to prepare 
for it.  
  The practising starts without the instruments. Martin sings the rhythms 
the children will have to learn and asks them to do the same: ‘Ppp, sss, ttt, 
ping!’ When that is going well enough, he explains to the children how they 
need to hold their instruments and how they can play them. For instance, it 
is better to hold the tambourine still and move your hand towards it, than 
the other way around. He shows them you can make the triangle sound 
differently according to how you hold it. With the small percussion 
instruments, the children have to play along with the rhythm they have just 
learnt. Martin conducts them: he signals who needs to play and gets the 
class’ undivided attention. As soon as this part runs smoothly, they move to 
the second part. The children use their instruments and shout-sing: ‘Wij 
zijn nu BOOS. STOP!’ [‘We are MAD now. STOP!’] Martin is teaching them a 
crescendo really: they have to gradually increase their volume in singing 
and playing. When they do well enough, Martin puts on a recording of the 
music (‘This will sound much better once you are with us in Rotterdam!’), 
and the children try to play along with it while Martin continues to conduct 
them. Later, as we drive to the next primary school, Martin tells me that 
these lessons, to him, are not about the simple exercise itself. He hopes that 
he can teach the children some sort of ‘focus’ through the exercise. (Field 
notes, 26 March 2019)      

In his lessons, Baai performs the children as part of the concert, as musicians. By 
explicitly telling them they will perform with the eighty-something musicians of 
the Rotterdam Philharmonic, the children are to become involved with the 
orchestra. At the same time, they are learning about the orchestra. What they are 
learning is twofold. First, they learn about the importance of technical skill in 
symphonic music. The fact that Baai comes to rehearse with them teaches them 
that one cannot just play with a symphony orchestra: instruments need to be played 
well, and those who perform need to rehearse. Baai exhaustively prepares the 
participatory task for the children. He is strict with them and takes the time to 
correct them if they do not do well. Baai’s strictness mimics, and is informed by, 
the importance of musical-technical skills and expertise that is expected of 
orchestral musicians. Even though the children will play simple percussion 
instruments such as triangles during the concert, they should learn how to handle 
these correctly. The exercise thus installs ideas about the orchestra as technically 
skilled, strict, and precise. At the same time, through the participatory exercise, 
the children are learning to focus on the music. Baai teaches them that they have 
to listen closely to what the orchestra plays to find the rhythm of the music and to 
their fellow classmates that have a different instrument to not interfere when they 
are playing.   
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 The rehearsing does not stop after Baai’s lesson ends. In the weeks after 
the lesson, the teachers continue to practise with the children, so they arrive at 
the concert hall prepared. But that is not all: before the children can participate in 
the concerts, they still have to do a dress rehearsal with the entire orchestra.

I walk upstairs, to the tribune next to the orchestra where the two play-
along classes will later sit during the concert. It is time for the dress 
rehearsal with the children. All play-along classes are allowed to practise 
with Martin and the orchestra for a few minutes this morning. This 
requires quite some coordination – the place is crawling with excited nine-
year-olds, and teachers navigate their classes to the tribune when it is their 
turn to rehearse. When the first two classes sit, Martin starts rehearsing 
with them. The orchestra plays, and the children seem impressed; they look 
flustered, are whispering. The first time they play, the children are 
unfocused. They make noise with the instruments when they should be 
silent, play out of beat, continue to talk. Martin addresses the classes 
strictly: ‘This was not good enough. This can happen – it was the first time 
you did it – but you have to do better. Otherwise, you cannot play with this 
orchestra.’ He explains that attention and focus are necessary, that the 
children cannot look at each other or at their instrument. They have to look 
at him. Only if they pay attention will they be good enough to be allowed to 
participate. The second time they play is much better. The children are 
focused; all eyes are on Martin. They take it very seriously. When they walk 
away, I hear some of them rehearsing to themselves, silently, whispering 
‘Wij zijn nu boos. Stop!’ They are not the only ones who take it seriously. It 
is mutual. They are being taken seriously too. (Field notes, 10 April 2019) 
(see fig. 4.2) 

Everyone was there, one hour before the premiere, to rehearse this small moment 
of participation. Led by its conductor, the orchestra tuned in with the children, 
adapting to them when necessary by playing a little faster or slower. Baai, at the 
same time, conducted the children and tried to make their performance as focussed 
as possible: he worked to have the children play in the right rhythm and keep up 
with the speed of the orchestra. They have to function within the orchestra as a 
whole. Through preparing for the exercise as well as by doing it later on, the 
children experience and learn about what it means to be part of the orchestral 
machine, like musicians are. To become part of the machine, the children learn 
that you have to work in a disciplined manner. This exercise shows how much care 
and attention went into involving the audience during this education project. At 
the same time, it also shows how the innovation of audience participation here, 
the performance of the children, is not so much aimed at changing the concert, 
but functions as a means to teach the children about how things normally go in 
symphonic practice. The children (and I at the same time) learn about the 
importance of attention in orchestral practice through their participation in this 
exercise. Yet the majority of children will sit in the hall during the concerts, without 
woodblocks or triangles in their hands. What does the orchestra aim to teach these 
children? And how?
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Focus for four minutes of Morning Mood  
During the concerts, the children sitting in the concert hall were also addressed 
directly at various moments during the concert. Baai would, for example, ask them 
to stand up and engage with him in ‘body percussion’ (a rhythmic clapping exercise) 
right after the beginning of the concert. In the concert, which tells the story of the 
laboratory, these moments are called ‘calibration moments’: the children have to 
be calibrated to work with the orchestra and the professor. In fact, during the 
concert, a lot of things happen onstage apart from the music: interaction with the 
animated alien OO, the actors who perform a story, singing, the body percussion. 
The only moment during the concert in which nothing else happens, except for the 
orchestral musicians playing music lasted four minutes. In these four minutes, the 
orchestra played Grieg’s Morning Mood. In these four minutes, the audience was 
asked by the actors to do nothing but listen attentively. This formed, as I soon found 
out, the source of a lot of worries and deliberations throughout the preparations 
for the concerts, which were brought up by interviewees time and again (Interview 
Oomen, 2019; Interview Teepen, 2019; Interview Habraken, 2019; Interview 
Zeldenrust, 2019; Interview Van Nispen, 2019). Director Bart Oomen explained:

We have a lot of experience with making these kinds of [education] 
concerts, so we know what can go wrong [laughs]. To put it bluntly: 
Morning Mood is always really very difficult to do for children. It can be 
very beautiful, and the audience will listen, or it is chatter-chatter-chatter. 
[…] Morning Mood is a tricky thing. And it can be shortened very well. The 
conductor will always say it cannot, but it can. But we have not done it this 
time. (Interview Oomen, 2019)

Figure 4.2: Martin Baai conducts two school classes during the dress rehearsals of the Orchestra Laboratory. 
Photograph taken by the author as part of fieldwork.



120

From his explanation, I gather that there are worries about Morning Mood for two 
different reasons. First and foremost, it can ‘go wrong’, according to Oomen, which 
here means that the children will not listen in silence but will get distracted and 
start chatting with each other for four minutes during the concert instead. This is 
the reason that the education department, including the actors, also bring up the 
moment: they are concerned with the experience of the children. At the same time 
and second, however, Oomen mentions the conductor in passing: they will say it 
cannot be shortened. But why do they say so?   
  Composer Than van Nispen also tells me about Morning Mood when I 
interview him, and he relates the doubts about the length of the fragment to the 
experience of the musicians: 

From the perspective of the audience, I am not sure how much added 
value it has to play the musical fragment for a longer time. But well, you 
have the stakeholder ‘children’, and you have the stakeholder ‘orchestra’. 
Katinka is also making sure to safeguard the speelplezier, joy in playing, 
of the musicians too. That is… quite a complex balancing act. (Interview 
Van Nispen, 2019)

The experience of the eighty-something musicians that play this education concert 
is also taken into account by the education department. How to make sure that 
this group of ‘stakeholders’ also enjoys doing the concert? The repertoire, such as 
the fragment of Morning Mood, is what musicians are concerned with in regular 
concerts, but in education concerts, musicians feel as if this repertoire is not so 
important anymore. As violinist Eefje Habraken explains:

To me, it always feels as if education really asks for a different approach of 
us. I also sense it among my colleagues. Because yes, we are sitting in the 
dark, people talk through us, dance through us, jump through us. 
Sometimes, we have the feeling that it is assumed that the music alone is 
not good enough for the children. […] There always is an internal 
discussion among musicians: would there not be a way to really focus on 
the music in education projects? Let the children really listen? (Interview 
Habraken, 2019)

What becomes clear from her words is that the moment of Morning Mood might 
have become such a central point of discussion, because it is one of the few moments 
in which the concert presents ‘the music alone’. What resounds in her emphasis 
(‘really focus on the music’) is that she knows what is the most important element 
of the concert: namely, the music itself, and everything around that is added to the 
concert to get the children to focus on the music – it is an add-on. Morning Mood 
is one of the moments in the education concert that resembles how she is used to 
playing in traditional symphonic concerts: for a longer period in time, the conductor 
and musicians, and before an attentively listening audience.   
  Tensions emerge around the four minutes of Morning Mood, because it 
laid bare the different expectations that different groups of practitioners have of 
the education concert. Looking at this project as if it were a breaching experiment, 
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it becomes clear different norms and conventions are at play and might cause 
frictions. The education department, on the one hand, is concerned with the 
audience: this is a different audience that cannot simply be expected to listen 
attentively. Therefore, the education department mainly focusses on finding ways 
through which the audience will become and remain engaged throughout the 
concert. The musicians, on the other hand, see attentive listening as the desirable 
mode that should be reached, because they want their audience to really focus on 
the music they play – even if the audience consists of nine- and ten-year-olds. For 
them, it is through this listening that the audience can really experience what 
symphonic music is. Ultimately, the tensions between these two perspectives were 
solved by the education team by complying with the idea that the concert should 
also teach the children how to listen attentively to ‘the music itself’, as is the case 
in regular symphonic concerts. The fragment was not shortened. That did, however, 
result in a new task for the education department: how to create such an attentive 
listening during these four minutes?  

Setting an example in attentive listening  
Getting the audience to listen attentively required preparatory work of the actors, 
the director, composer, and head of education. They needed to spend time preparing 
the moment of attentive listening during the theatre rehearsals, even though the 
actors themselves were not playing during the moment in the concert:

The theatre rehearsals for the Orchestra Laboratory take place in rather 
empty rooms – meeting spaces with all the furniture pushed to the sides. 
The actors fabricate some sort of decor out of the chairs and tables stacked 
in the corner of the room. During most of these rehearsals, we (the 
director, composer, head of education and myself) sit at the side of the 
room, as if we are watching a stage. In a break, while sipping coffee out of a 
carton cup, director Bart Oomen says to me: ‘four minutes really is rather 
long’. He tells me he wants to do everything to make those minutes work. 
To really have the children listen to some music, not only the familiar 
phrase. Together with the actors, he works on the listening moment. 
Listening is part of the actors’ script. When the orchestra is about to play 
Morning Mood, assistant Roos says to Professor Freek: ‘Maybe we should 
just listen now’. ‘Oh, yes, lovely, listening’, the professor replies right before 
Morning Mood starts. It is a moment they continue to work on extensively. 
(Field notes, 8 April 2019)

I observed that, during the rehearsals, the actors, director, and composer all tried 
to be aware of the presence of the audience, of the children. They were anticipating 
and explicitly discussing how the audience might react when doing a run-through. 
On the one hand, they are wary of moments that might invite the children to make 
a lot of noise. These can be moments in which one of the actors asks a direct 
question, or when the animated OO ‘enters’ the stage. On the other hand, however, 
the actors are learning how they will function as mediators between the children 
and the music: their reactions will have an influence on the children’s behaviour. 
It is the responsibility of the actors to make the audience part of what is happening 
onstage and to guide them in how they can best behave.  
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 Throughout the rehearsals, it becomes increasingly clear that the actors 
play a big role in the listening moments, even if they do not say anything:

Composer Than van Nispen, who composed the new music in this concert 
and arranged the repertoire, sits with the scores on his lap when he 
interrupts the actors. He explains that he really timed and composed the 
music in relation to the script of the actors. Not as separate elements. The 
lines of the actors are meant to correspond with specific lines of music. 
Therefore, Than is asking the actors to really listen to the orchestra and to 
base their timing on what the musicians are playing. The orchestra should 
not simply follow the textual cues of the actors; it should also happen the 
other way around. The actors should not play that they are listening; they 
should actually really listen, according to him. He sees their task as 
voorleven [set an embodied example] of attention, demonstrating the 
attention for the orchestra themselves. (Field notes, 8 April 2019)  

Van Nispen emphasises how important it is that the actors make an effort to listen 
to what the musicians are playing. Even though the orchestra is not present during 
this stage of rehearsing, he brings them in as an element to be taken into account. 
Not only do the actors have to acknowledge the audience and its presence, they 
also have to acknowledge the orchestral musicians who are onstage with them. To 
teach the children, during the concert, that they have to become attentive listeners, 
the actors cannot simply ‘play’ that they are attentively listening, according to Van 
Nispen. They have to actually listen. A little later during the rehearsal, percussionist/
actor Martin Baai makes a similar remark:

After the four minutes are over, following the script, Professor Freek/actor 
Emile says to the audience: ‘Oh, that was beautiful, right guys?’ When they 
practised it just now, Grieg’s music was played by Bart’s MacBook instead 
of by eighty musicians. Martin stops the scene and underlines this 
difference: ‘You will really have to mean that, because this will be really 
very beautiful when the orchestra plays it. In fact, as Freek, you need to 
really listen and really hear how beautiful the music is’. (Field notes, 8 April 
2019)  

Both Van Nispen and Baai underline that pretending to listen is not enough. They 
stress the importance of the actors’ listening and that they need to be in the moment 
when the orchestra starts playing during the concert. The actors have a responsibility 
in showing what is expected from the audience: they demonstrate real, attentive 
listening. Baai points out that this is not merely a ‘social’ convention, but also an 
aesthetic one. He comments that, as soon as the orchestra starts playing, the actors 
will be audience members for four minutes as well. If the actors, in that moment, 
want to convey to the children what it means to be an audience member during a 
symphonic concert, they have to notice and feel that what the orchestra is doing 
is beautiful. That expectation is connected to the function of attentive listening in 
the regular orchestral machine: the audience does not listen in silence for instance 
for the comfort of the musicians, but because they are busy experiencing and 
contemplating the music itself. The actors have to learn how to and rehearse what 
it actually means to listen attentively, before they can engage the children in that 
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activity.56   
 The participatory exercises, from small instruments to body percussion, 
are tools for the education team to prepare the children to focus on what they hear. 
These moments are prepared by the education team with great care. Whether the 
fragment of Grieg’s Morning Mood and the rest of the music the orchestra plays is 
beautiful music is not up for discussion in the Orchestra Laboratory. Instead, the 
question is how the project can achieve that the children also experience how 
beautiful it is, and to reach that aim, they need them to learn about the symphony 
orchestras with its rehearsals, skills, and technical know-how as well as to learn 
how to listen attentively to the music they hear.   
 All in all, understanding the Orchestra Laboratory project as if it were a 
breaching experiment within the practice of the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra 
enabled me to render visible that the education department seeks to innovate 
audience participation, but that these innovations are not aimed at touching or 
changing the aesthetic work. Rather, the new roles for the audience were a means 
to teach the audience about the standard ways of working of the orchestra. They 
were an add-on to the existing machine, not supposed to change its aesthetic core. 
In other words, the participatory exercises were used to ‘calibrate’ the children, as 
new audience members, to have them function inside of the existing machine. This 
machine did squeak and grind along the way: the project at times led to frustrations 
among musicians, because, from the perspective of the existing aesthetic framework, 
there is little time and space to listen to the music itself within this concert. When 
it is not considered to be aesthetically relevant in itself, the innovation of audience 
participation is experienced as a detour, a less efficient route to the usual and 
important end result. But what if the innovation of audience participation is, from 
the beginning, meant as an experiment that has aesthetic implications, that would 
lead to a different type of concert? To explore that, in the following part of the 
chapter I analyse an experimental interdisciplinary project in which philharmonie 
zuidnederland tried to give its audience a new aesthetically relevant role during 
concerts.  

4.4 Empty Minds? Giving the audience a new aesthetic responsibility57

On 11 and 12 October 2018, the i-Classics Empty Minds concerts of philharmonie 
zuidnederland took place. The two concerts were not performed in a regular 
concert venue. Instead, the orchestra played in pop music venue Complex in 

56 I attended five performances of the Orchestra Laboratory and the audience’s listening differed from concert 
to concert. During some concerts the children, indeed, listen in silence while they sit at the edge of their chairs, 
during others their excitement is audible instead (Field notes, 11 April 2019; 14 April 2019; 5 November 2019). 
One day, after three performances, I sit in the dressing rooms with the team. They compare the three concerts 
they did that day, and seem to be in agreement: ‘The second audience was wonderful!’ These children were the 
quietest of all, so there, they agree, their aim of creating a moment of attentive listening in silence worked out 
best (Field notes, 11 April 2019).  

57 An adaptation of this section has been published as article in Science as Culture (Spronck et al., 2021).



124

Maastricht and in the refurbished industrial building of Strijp S in Eindhoven. 
Arriving at the concerts was a different experience than at a regular symphonic 
concert venue:

When I, as researcher and audience member, enter the Klokgebouw of 
Strijp S, I receive a yellow paper hat. Other people get a blue one. On a 
video screen above the entrance of the venue, a looped instruction video is 
played. As if we are watching safety instructions on a plane, the video asks 
us to put the hats on our heads before we enter the performance space. I 
follow the instructions and enter the space. Musicians are already there. 
There are no chairs to sit on: not for the audience, nor for the orchestra. 
Instead, the musicians stand on low platforms, divided into small 
instrumental groups over the large refurbished factory hall. As an audience 
member, you can walk around in between the musicians. People laugh, 
make selfies with the coloured hats on, or look around curiously. The floor 
of the performance space is covered with an intricate web of blue lines, 
yellow dots, lists of instruments, and a grid of white tape. This visual 
pattern, the programme leaflet tells me, is a visual representation of the 
score of one of the compositions that will be played: Empty Mind I. (Field 
notes, 11 October 2018)  

These concerts, in which the orchestra collaborated with interactive art collective 
playField and fashion collective FashionClash, were part of the orchestra’s i-Classics 
series. In 2014, philharmonie zuidnederland started its experimental i-Classics 
series, originally named Spicy Classics. The orchestra wanted to make a concert 
series for a younger audience (Interview Rosu, 2018) and started programming 
one-hour concerts outside of the concert hall in collaboration with other, often 
young, artistic partners (Interview Doyen, 2018). This aim, however, shifted over 
time:

The aim was first to reach a younger audience with our innovative 
multidisciplinary projects. That is still something we strive for, but in practice, 
in this part of the Netherlands, this turns out to be difficult. So what we make 
now has a laboratory function: it has grown from a series that aimed to reach 
a younger audience to an important artistic laboratory. […] i-Classics became 
a collective noun for concerts in which our orchestra experiments with its 
traditional concert formats. (Interview Roeden, 2018) 

The goal of reaching new, and in particular younger, audiences in the i-Classics 
concerts became increasingly intertwined with the orchestra’s interest in 
experimenting with their traditional concert formats.58 In i-Classics Empty Minds, 
the two objectives – playing with traditional concert formats and reaching a new 
audience – became entangled: the concert was aiming to experiment with the 
regular concert format by innovating how the audience would participate in the 
concert (Interview Roeden, 2018). The audience would get a new aesthetic 
responsibility during the concerts: ‘The original plan was that the audience would 

58 The shift in focus from diversifying audiences to seeking experimental collaboration resembles the developments 
I found in Dutch policy discourse in Chapter 3. 
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walk around, and in doing so would decide on the order in which the music would 
be played’ (Interview Roeden, 2018). The blue and yellow paper hats that were 
handed out to the audience members upon entering the concerts were entangled 
with the specific ways in which the orchestra wanted to experiment with audience 
participation (see fig. 4.3). The plan was that, with the help of the hats, the audience 
members could decide on the order of the movements of the composition – a 
responsibility that is usually the composer’s or conductor’s.   
 However, during the concerts, as I noticed myself, the audience did not 
have this responsibility. When I interviewed the artistic programmer after the 
premiere of i-Classics Empty Minds and asked him about this, he said: ‘Well, it is 
up to you to figure out why that did not happen in the end…’ (Interview Roeden, 
2018). He laughs when he sees my surprise and tells me things like that can happen 
in the midst of all the other activities that the orchestra carries out; they can happen 
in the process (Ibid.). It puzzled me. What exactly happened ‘in the process’? How 
can a plan for different audience participation somehow disappear? And why? To 
find answers, I analysed the role of the peculiar paper hats and how their role 
changed during the development of the concerts.  

Renegotiating roles?  
To see how the paper hats became part of Empty Minds, we have to return to the 
starting point of the i-Classics series. philharmonie zuidnederland initiated a 
multidisciplinary collaboration in every i-Classics concert. In the case of Empty 
Minds, the orchestra started conversations with the Maastricht-based fashion 

Figure 4.3: Audience members (including two of my fellow researchers) wearing the yellow and blue paper 
hats during the Empty Minds concert in Eindhoven. Photograph taken by the author as part of fieldwork.
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Figure 4.4: Page from the Empty Minds production plan that shows the spatial design of the concerts. 
The white rectangles are the locations of the instrument group, and the square in the middle shows where 
the conductor stands during the concerts. playField created a visual representation of the score that was 
painted onto the floor.
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collective FashionClash with the aim of organising a concert together (Interview 
Roeden, 2018; Interview Vrijlandt, 2018). In this concert, the audience members 
would be asked to play an unconventional role, perhaps with the help of clothing 
– ‘that is where these hats originated’ (Interview Roeden, 2018). While exploring 
how to innovate the role of the audience, FashionClash put the orchestra into 
contact with the Flemish arts collective playField. Their expertise is in creating 
interactive theatre plays or installations in which they explore the boundaries 
between actors and spectators.59 The orchestra’s artistic programmer explains why 
the orchestra decided to invite playField to join the collaboration:

I asked them [playField] to translate their ways of working to the concert 
situation: to create a concert in which the audience really has a say in what 
happens. To transform them from listener to performer, to take away the 
borders between orchestra and audience, so they could create a new 
artwork together. (Interview Roeden, 2018)

A year before the concerts, around October 2017, playField, FashionClash, the 
orchestra’s programmer, and the production leader met to discuss the concert for 
the first time. There, it was decided that the role of the audience would be changed 
in the concert: they would be invited to participate in a new way (Interview Vrijlandt, 
2018). However, what that new responsibility would be and how it would look was 
not decided. It was playField’s task after this meeting to make a plan for that.  
 Meanwhile, the artistic programmer was also bringing together the concert 
musically: what is going to be played and by whom? He decided to work with 
recorder player Erik Bosgraaf as a soloist. Through conversations with him, it was 
decided that two new compositions would become the musical basis of the concert: 
a composition by Dutch composer Anthony Fiumara called Desprez XL and an 
orchestral version of Wim Henderickx’s Empty Mind I. The composition by Fiumara 
was based on Josquin Desprez’s vocal Renaissance music, and distributes the 
polyphonic lines between the recorder soloist and sections of the orchestra. Empty 
Mind I was originally conceived as a composition for oboe and electronic sound; 
it was rewritten as a version in which the electronic sounds are merged with those 
of live instruments. The composition has six parts and uses an alternative spatial 
set-up. The orchestra was not positioned on a central stage, but spread throughout 
the concert venue in smaller groups, with the conductor in the middle. This 
composition and its spatial layout became the starting point for playField: 

The idea that we started out with was that audience members would have 
an influence on the order in which the music was played. Empty Mind I 
consists of six parts, which can be played in any order. We wanted to 
trigger the audience to decide the order during the concert through their 
walking on the floor painting. (Interview playField)   

59  See playField’s website for an overview of projects in which they experiment with the audience’s participation 
in theatre plays and interactive installations: https://playfield.be/
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This is where the hats enter the story. By wearing hats with two different colours, 
yellow and blue, audience members would function as moving notes in the musical 
score that was painted on the floor (see fig. 4.4). During the concert, a video camera 
would register the movements from above, and audience members would be able 
to see what was going on in real-time on a large video screen on one side of the 
space. Via this screen, it would become visible to the conductor what part of the 
score the audience decided to play next. The audience members thus would be 
given a responsibility that usually belongs to the conductor. They would have a say 
in some of the artistic decisions taken during the concert.  
 The final concerts, however, did not run according to this original plan. 
The floor drawing was there. The real-time video was there. The hats were there. 
But the conductor decided on the order of the music. What happened? As the 
concert organisers tried to break with conventional concert rules, expertise had to 
be organised differently. Traditionally, the conductor is the one who makes the 
artistic decisions before and during the concert. Here, however, this appeared more 
complex. In addition to the composer and the recorder soloist (who also acted as 
conductor), FashionClash and playField brought their own expertise to the design 
of the concert experience. They had to negotiate which decisions were taken by 
whom. At first glance, this may seem like a neutral renegotiation: 

Look, everyone had their own core expertise […] playField planned to 
actively engage the audience, but they decided in the end that that was too 
much. That is their decision. I am not the one to say something about that. 
They are also not going to tell me that I should play different music. 
(Interview Bosgraaf, 2018)

In practice, however, the tasks of playField and of the composer (Henderickx) and 
the soloist (Bosgraaf) could not be separated so easily. Take, for instance, the spatial 
set-up during the concert. Henderickx’s composition implied a spatial set-up of the 
orchestra, and playField designed a floor painting based on the score of the 
composition and had their plans for how the audience would contribute to the 
performance in this spatial set-up using their hats. Yet as playField’s plans of how 
the audience would participate during the concerts would directly affect what 
composer/conductor Henderickx would do, they discussed this with him: 

The idea to work with zones in the drawing that the audience could activate 
was there for a long time, but in the end, the longer we discussed it with 
the composer, the more clear it became that is was an element that 
distracted from the music. There was already so much going on, so we 
wanted to keep the focus on the music. (Interview playField, 2018) 

  
To composer and conductor Wim Henderickx, the added value of the hats was not 
clear. He wondered what the relation was between the hats and what happened 
musically (Interview Henderickx, 2018). The ‘music itself’ and what that music 
required, as well as the role of the audience were not so simple to delineate; 
consequently, it was not so simple to delineate who would have the final say on 
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the decisions about the new role for the audience. In the end, playField decided to 
follow the opinion of the composer/conductor on this. Looking at the situation 
through the lens of the breaching experiment, they repaired the tensions that 
emerged by going back to the hierarchical division of responsibilities that is the 
norm in orchestral practice: following the composer and conductor.  The initial 
idea that audience members would influence the order of the music through their 
movements in the performance space was vacated.  
 The unfamiliarity of the plan to give a new aesthetic responsibility to the 
audience caused uncertainty, and in response to this uncertainty, a pattern from 
conventional symphonic concerts was reproduced: the aesthetic authority of the 
composer/conductor eventually remained unchallenged. Within the 
multidisciplinary artistic team, for a long time during the preparations, aesthetic 
responsibilities had been entangled and shared. But eventually they became 
separated and hierarchically divided again. In the spur of the moment, the 
composer/conductor had the final say about whether the audience would be given 
the aesthetic responsibility of deciding on the order of the music. Ultimately, 
Henderickx thought the new role for the audience would interfere with the 
aesthetics of the performed work. The question that proved too difficult to answer 
in practice was if the audience could and should be thought of as external to the 
musical performance or as an aesthetically meaningful part of it. The traditional 
division of aesthetic responsibilities remained in place, both for the audience and 
within the artistic team. The hats that were handed out to the audience became a 
material reminder of the failed attempt to redistribute and share aesthetic 
responsibilities during the concert.   

(Un)learning material routines 
While the artistic team was figuring out and struggling to redistribute aesthetic 
responsibilities, other departments of philharmonie zuidnederland, such as 
marketing and production, had also started to work on the project. As I joined 
those departments as participant observer, I noticed how the artistic team’s 
decisions had direct consequences in other places within the orchestral machine.  
 Days before the concert, the production leader was trying to figure out how 
the concert would exactly work and what it would look like. The day after, at the 
concert, everything needed to come together, both figuratively in the planning and 
literally in the concert space. The original plan of audience participation changed. 
The hats would no longer enable the audience to influence the order of the music 
performed during the concert as the result of the negotiations in the organisation 
of the concert, but they would still be handed out to the audience. According to one 
of the people from playField, the hats would invite audience members to experiment 
with different positions in space through their walking: they could hear and 
experience the music and the concert situation differently, because they could walk 
freely and see themselves on-screen (Interview playField, 2018). The concert could 
enable a second layer of reflection as well: because audience members would be 
able to reposition themselves and would be wearing a ‘costume’, it would become 
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visible in new ways how they are a part of the concert situation. In a regular concert 
in a concert hall, it is easier to assume that audience members are a separate 
element in the concert and do not participate in the artistic work that happens 
onstage. In Empty Minds, it would be conspicuous that the audience is part of what 
is going on during the concert.   
 However, to enable audience members to reflect on their own position, an 
array of seemingly separate material elements of the performance (the hats, the 
floor painting, the spatial set-up, the screen, and the real-time video) need to work 
together. In a regular concert, too, a whole set of material elements are aligned to 
let the concert work in the way it should: the concert hall, acoustics, chairs, lighting, 
scores, costumes, programme notes, foyers, parking garages, and so on. This 
routinised work is rendered invisible in the everyday practices of the symphonic 
orchestra – it works in a mechanistic and efficient manner. In the Strijp S building, 
these material routines were not in place, and therefore, just like in Garfinkel’s 
original breaching experiments in other contexts, it became visible again how much 
practical work needs to be done to organise a symphonic concert (see 1964). 
Moreover, as the concert breaks with some conventions of regular concerts, it has 
to be determined which elements remain important and what new things are vital 
to have in place for the concert to work. The production leader told me that he was 
surprised to find out that one unexpected material element turned out to be 
necessary for the ‘overall picture to work’ in this concert: the video camera 
(Interview Vrijlandt, 2018).  
 For the hats to trigger audience members to walk around and reflect on 
their own role as the artistic team aimed for, it was important to establish a 
relationship between the floor painting and the hats. The real-time video turned 
out to be key: 

I think it [the concert] worked, except for the video. This turned out to be 
an essential element that created meaning, that would have given it a 
deeper layer. However, the cameras were not of high enough quality. So this 
whole part of magic, that was gone. (Interview Vrijlandt, 2018)   

This seemingly small technological detail had far-reaching consequences for the 
experience that playField was aiming for: 

I think people would have moved more if the projection would have been 
clearer. They could have played with it: where am I in the space, and what 
does that mean on-screen and in the floor drawing? (Interview playField, 
2018)  

The video camera remained an ambiguous object in the preparations. In a 
conventional symphonic concert, a video camera is not considered to be an 
aesthetically relevant object of the concert in the orchestral machine, if at all: 
cameras are only there to register the aesthetic event; they are not part of it. Here, 
however, the camera turned out to be an element through which the aesthetic 
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meaning of the concert could have emerged. But during the preparatory work, it 
was not recognised as such. It remained unclear whose responsibility the video 
cameras actually were (did playField have to arrange them or production?), how 
the screen connected the different parts of the performance, and what aesthetic 
role it played during the concert.  
 The Empty Minds concerts challenged the efficient ways of working of the 
orchestral machine in which the material setting is already in place and it is clear 
beforehand who is responsible for what. Not only did new things have to be learned 
to organise these concerts, an awareness of existing routines and division of roles 
turned out to be necessary too: who does what and to what extent might those 
task change? In practice, it turned out to be difficult to find the time and the 
overview to reflect on which elements were important in this particular project 
and which were not. As it turned out, some things remained the same (musicians 
need to see the conductor), but other things (the video camera) unexpectedly 
turned out to be core actors. They are not just details or separate elements. Instead, 
it becomes visible that the concert is constituted by a network of human, material, 
and technological mediators. It is only through their interrelations that the concert 
situation can, or cannot, acquire aesthetic meaning. The Empty Minds concerts, 
thus, asked for learning and reflection on the orchestra’s own routinised ways of 
working, but because this was not recognised, it proved difficult to find time and 
space for that during the preparations. The machine rumbled on with the concerts 
in sight.   

Performing for (un)ruly audiences  
While audience members were given an artistic role on the organisers’ drawing 
board, they were not involved in the process leading up to the concerts. It was only 
during the concerts themselves that the audience joined the project: 

The concert starts when Erik Bosgraaf, recorder soloist/conductor, enters 
the concert space and climbs on a higher platform in the middle of the 
Klokgebouw. He conducts the first piece that is played tonight: Desprez XL 
by the Dutch composer Anthony Fiumara. The music begins and people are 
hesitantly beginning to explore the space. The spatial set-up invites them to 
walk around, stand still, and choose a position close to the different 
instrumental sections of the orchestra. While some people look seemingly 
ill at ease, others start to move around. They look thoughtful, sometimes 
frowning and touching their chins, or holding their hands behind their 
backs like strolling in a museum. Attentive listening became attentive 
walking and attentive looking. Only few audience members dared to stand 
really close to the musicians, to watch over the shoulders of performers, or 
to look them in the eye. Strikingly, a large part of the audience remains 
standing at the place where they entered the hall, gazing in the same 
direction as the musicians: towards the conductor. (Field notes, 11 October 
2018)  

What soon became clear is that the spatial set-up of the concert, with the conductor 
in the middle of the space in an elevated position, installed a certain focus. His 
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position was necessary for the musicians to be able to see him. The score still 
demanded a focus on the conductor from the musicians, which put him in a position 
of power during the concert. This had consequences for the ways in which the 
audience participated in the concert. Because the musicians had to focus on the 
conductor, there were clear sight lines in that direction. Many audience members 
seemed to follow the focus of attention of the musicians. During the concerts, they 
formed a circle around the conductor and his platform (see fig. 4.5). This focus on 
the conductor – instead of freely roaming around and looking closely at individual 
musicians – was underlined by the applause at the end, which was directed towards 
the soloist and the conductor.   
  The audience, myself included, also participated in other ways that departed 
from the type of participation imagined by the organisers of the experiment. The 
organisers imagined an audience that would become part of the concert situation 
with the help of their hats, an audience that would start to walk around freely to 
hear specific things – repositioning themselves between the musicians as the 
concert went on. What I observed, both through my own experience as audience 
member and through observing the people around me, was that the audience did 
not comply. Instead, they (or we) found small ways in which they went against the 
planned participatory ideals and boundaries of the concert. This started, most 
visibly, with the hats. As one of the percussionists described: ‘Many people came 
in wearing the hats, but after two minutes, they took them off’ (Interview Nelissen, 
2018). By taking off the hats, participants became more like regular audience 
members, who are used to a clear difference between audience and performer.  

Figure 4.5: Audience members form a circle around the conductor during the concert in Eindhoven. 
Photograph taken by the author as part of fieldwork.



133

 As the concert progressed, audience members increasingly sat down on 
the floor or at the edges of the percussionist platforms. It turned out that, for many 
people, it was quite an effort to walk around and stand up for more than an hour. 
In Eindhoven, people found out that they could go upstairs to balconies in the 
Klokgebouw space that were not planned to be used during the concert (see fig. 
4.4). I followed some of the other audience members upstairs. Walking upstairs 
allowed you to take a distance, literally by stepping ‘outside’ of the designated 
concert area. This distanced position allowed us to see and hear the orchestras as 
a whole and in fact, restored the traditional way in which one would listen to an 
orchestra in a concert hall. Not having to choose to position yourself but attending 
to the entire sound from a distance. 
 An interesting paradox emerged: when audience members actually ‘took’ 
the freedom that they were given during the experimental concert, this resulted 
in behaviour that was not necessarily planned or envisioned as ideal by the artistic 
team. The audience, in fact, used the freedom that was left for them to go back to 
ways of participating that are ‘normal’ during a concert of a symphonic orchestra. 
The spatial and material set-up of the concert, with the balconies and the conductor 
on a little stage, allowed audience members to turn the innovative concert into a 
more traditional symphonic music concert situation: focussing on the conductor, 
sitting down, taking off the hat that made them part of the installation, going up 
to the balcony and hearing the orchestra as a whole, rather than taking different 
positions among the musicians. Audience members handled the situation by falling 
back into concert routines that allowed them to focus on what then emerged as 
the ‘music itself’: they tried to repair the ‘breached’ situation by going back to the 
ways in which they were used to attend symphonic concerts. While the audience 
was invited to challenge traditional concert conventions and explore other ways of 
listening, in practice, many audience members used this freedom to reproduce conventions 
instead, just as the orchestra itself had done during the organisational process.   
  The Empty Minds project challenged the intricate ways in which the 
orchestra has learnt to balance its many tasks and aims. However, what I found 
was that philharmonie zuidnederland did not realise that redistributing and sharing 
aesthetic responsibilities with the audience would have implications for everyone 
and everything involved. The orchestral machine started to squeak and grind: 
confusion emerged about who of the collaborating partners was responsible for 
the aesthetic decisions and what these entailed, how the video cameras were 
aesthetically relevant in the material set-up of the concert, and ultimately why it 
was necessary that the audience members wear the paper hats. What all of these 
moments had in common was that, in them, existing socio-aesthetic norms that 
normally safeguard the quality of the orchestra’s work were on the line: from the 
composer who takes the lead to the audience that needs to attentively listen to the 
‘musical work itself’. Innovating audience participation in an aesthetically relevant 
way turned out to be not a separate part that could be added to the existing machine, 
but a change that required a reconsideration of the standard organisational 
processes.   
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  Yet, in practice, I observed that, even though everyone involved – from 
composer to production leader and audience members – was confronted with the 
unfamiliarity of the project, they did not find the time and space to actively 
reconsider and reflect on what this meant for their role and responsibilities. There 
was little room to question how the division of aesthetic responsibilities would 
need to change for the original plan to let the audience decide the order of the 
movements to work out and to question what consequences this would have for 
the aesthetic quality of the concert. Such time, after all, is not normally required 
in the smoothly functioning machine that is the orchestra. Instead of asking 
questions, both the orchestra and the audience, under pressure, fell back into 
existing routines along the way. Traditional conventions, rules and habits, 
knowledge and expertise continued to structure the expectations and repertoires 
of action in practice. There proved to be no ‘play(ing)field’, speelruimte,60 in place 
in the tightly organised machine to reflect on or question what was emerging in 
the Empty Minds project, or to simply address what was confusing or not clear. 
There was little space for not-knowing. Consequently, practitioners went back to 
familiar ways of working.   
  In the next and final empirical section, I analyse the case of Pynarello – a 
symphonic music practice that is not limited by the tight organisation of an existing 
machine, because it is a brand-new collective founded by musicians. What can we 
learn from a practice that, instead of innovating audience participation in an 
existing orchestral machine, tries to build a new machine? Where do they build in 
such speelruimte, and what does it take to establish that?   

4.5 Playing Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony as ‘open dialogue’ 61 

In 2017, violinist Lonneke van Straalen founded the symphonic music collective 
Pynarello, because, in her work as an orchestral musician, she missed contact with 
her audience during and after concerts. Van Straalen, who also worked at the 
Netherlands Chamber Orchestra at the time, explained: 

I found it a pity I did not really have any contact with the audience as 
musician. That I entered via the artist’s entrance and left through that door 
again. And that I had no idea who actually had listened to me, who I 
experienced the evening with. (Interview Van Straalen, 2019)  

60 The term speelruimte is also the title of a book by composer and researcher Micha Hamel that explores how 
the practice of a classical musician could or should look like in the twenty-first century, the book, however, does 
not employ the term conceptually (Hamel, 2016). I prefer to use the Dutch word speelruimte rather than the 
English latitude, because speelruimte literally means ‘room to play’ but it does not necessarily imply physical 
space. Instead, it refers to the mental space for (new) ideas and reflection in a given situation, but also emphasises 
the playful character of this ‘space’, and the fact that not-knowing and uncertainty may be part of that space. 

61 An adaptation of this section will be published in the book Participatory Practices in Arts and Heritage: Learning 
through and from Collaboration (Spronck, forthcoming). 
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She wanted to create space to experiment and to explore how the contact between 
musicians and audience could be intensified, so she founded the collective Pynarello. 
Van Straalen brought together a group of professional musicians from various 
backgrounds (orchestral musicians like herself as well as soloists and jazz 
musicians) to explore how they could perform symphonic music in new ways. 
Pynarello is not a regular orchestra, but a project-based symphonic music practice 
that was born out of dissatisfaction with traditional orchestral practices. The 
collective is organised differently than a regular orchestra: musicians work on a 
freelance basis, and because there are no staff members, the musicians are also 
responsible for the organisational work (from PR to acquiring funding). Regardless 
of its different organisational structure, however, Pynarello plays traditional 
symphonic music repertoire: one of its first projects focussed on Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony, and the collective has played symphonic works from, among others, 
Haydn, Dvořák, and Mozart.62 When I entered Pynarello’s practice as an ethnographer 
in 2019, they were rehearsing Beethoven again – this time his Fourth Symphony. 
 What many of Pynarello’s projects have in common is the way they are 
performed: without sheet music and without a conductor (Pynarello, 2017: 4). 
However, playing without these elements is not an aim itself, but a means to an 
end:  

In its concerts, Pynarello breaks down existing frameworks and together 
with the audience builds new ones. No conductor and no sheet music; the 
musicians of Pynarello bring the music as an open dialogue. […] An intense 
(artistic) investment of the musicians is necessary for this: they need to get 
the score ‘in their blood’ […] [They] need to communicate much more with 
each other and dare more. This effort of the musicians translates on stage 
and towards the audience as a much more ‘open’ and natural way of 
playing. (Pynarello, 2017: 4)  

In its business plan, the collective explains that it aims to perform the symphonies 
as ‘open dialogues’. The dialogues it envisions are not literal, spoken dialogues, but 
they refer to the more open manner of performing symphonic repertoire that the 
collective aims for. It wishes to change the experience of audience members during 
concerts, and to do so, it decides to undo some of the routines of symphonic 
concerts. As we have already seen, usually, symphonic repertoire is performed with 
the help of a conductor and with the help of scores on music stands. In regular 
symphonic practice, these elements define how musicians work together: the 
musicians can rehearse efficiently, and it is the conductor who decides on and is 
responsible for the overall aesthetic interpretation of the music (Goehr, 2007; 
Stevens, 2006). Playing with a score and a conductor are usually routines in 
orchestral practice to safeguard the quality of performances of symphonic music 
and work efficiently. The few studies that have examined conductor-less orchestras 
all argue that the aesthetic quality of the performance suffers from a lack of 

62 For an overview of Pynarello’s past projects and documentation of those performances, see https://www.
pynarello.com/over-pynarello/ 
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overview, because instead of one clear artistic interpretation made by the conductor, 
there are too many different opinions that have to be taken into account (Koivunen 
2003; Khodyakov 2007).  
 Nonetheless, Pynarello experiments with taking away the score and the 
conductor as elements that usually literally stand between musicians and audience. 
Playing without these elements has consequences for how the musicians carry out 
their work; in its business plan, the collective stresses that it means musicians have 
new responsibilities (2017: 4). But what are these? What characterises the 
‘openness’ of the dialogues Pynarello aims for, and between whom and when do 
they take place? What work do they require? In what sense are other concerts then 
‘closed’? To find answers to these questions, I will analyse how the Pynarello 
musicians practically prepare for their concerts of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony 
and prepare to perform it without score and conductor. If Pynarello wants to play 
without these elements to create ‘open dialogues’, what are they playing with?  

The aesthetic relevance of a crowdfunding campaign  
What Pynarello has to do to play without a score does not start during the rehearsals 
of the musicians. It begins earlier. In 2019, Pynarello was not subsidised structurally, 
which meant the musicians had to secure the financial means to fund each new 
project separately.63 While financial acquisition work often remains unseen, it is 
an important part of any symphonic practice simply because the performance of 
symphonic music is notoriously expensive (Bonds 2006: 2–3).64 Especially in 
concerts that require more than the two standard rehearsals, creative ideals often 
meet their economic limitations (Khodyakov 2007: 9). To give a rough estimation, 
Van Straalen explained to me that, for this particular project in which they played 
Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony that requires over thirty musicians, they needed at 
least 30,000 to 40,000 euros to pay the musicians for their rehearsals and the 
concerts (Interview Van Straalen, 2019). For that budget, the collective could 
schedule five rehearsals that lasted between two and four hours each to prepare 
for the three concerts that followed (Ibid.). First and foremost, organising sufficient 
funds is practically relevant: the collective needs to rehearse enough later on. As I 
conducted interviews with various Pynarello musicians, however, I found out that 
I needed to pay attention to the process of acquiring funding for another reason 
too: the crowdfunding campaign that two musicians set up and coordinated was 
aesthetically relevant, because it seemed to relate to what Pynarello understands 
as an ‘open dialogue’ (Interview Van der Ende, 2019; Interview Kleinsmann, 2019; 
Interview Vercammen, 2019).  
  During the project, bassoonist Marije van der Ende and violinist Julia 

63 Between 2021 and 2024, Pynarello receives structural subsidies from the Fonds Podiumkunsten (a Dutch 
national fund for the performing arts) and from the municipalities of Amersfoort and Utrecht. 

64 As I showed in Chapter 3, many of the large professional orchestras in the Netherlands are subsidised as part 
of the BIS. This means these orchestras do not have to secure funding for separate projects. Instead, they have to 
comply with specific conditions and requests that come with their funding every four years. 
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Kleinsmann were responsible for the financial acquisition. Although the collective 
managed to get a few subsidies, these required matching, Van der Ende 
explained: 

We had money available from a few funds, but we wanted to pay the 
musicians according to the Fair Practice Code, which meant we needed an 
extra 10,000 euros. We decided to do a crowdfunding. And, yeah, if that had 
not succeeded, we would not have let the whole project go through. 
(Interview Van der Ende, 2019)65

Together with Kleinsmann, bassoonist Van der Ende took up the responsibility to 
coordinate the crowdfunding campaign.66 Crowdfunding was a financial necessity 
for the project to take place in the first place, but at the same time, it formed a first 
way for Pynarello to approach its audience in a new manner. Van der Ende and 
Kleinsmann ‘recruited’ people to contribute financially to the project, and 
throughout, it was clearly communicated that the project could not go through 
without their support. In recent literature examining crowdfunding, it is argued 
that in the arts, crowdfunding is often not merely about money – it functions as a 
means to create engagement and establish connections between arts and public as 
well (Van den Hoogen, 2020). The same can be said about Pynarello’s crowdfunding: 
once people donated, the musicians kept sending them regular updates about the 
process and shared backstage insights. Violinist Merel Vercammen called the 
crowdfunding an ‘essential step’ in the project, because it helped to ‘generate 
attention for the project, and actively engage people with it from an early moment 
in time’ (Interview Vercammen, 2019). A group of (future) audience members 
became part of the collective’s organisational process. Yet this engagement worked 
two ways: not only did audience members get to engage with the musicians, the 
two musicians who coordinated the campaign also got to engage with the audience 
members.  
 Bassoonist Van der Ende enjoyed coordinating the crowdfunding, because 
she was in direct contact with the audience members (Interview Van der Ende, 
2019). In addition to being part of Pynarello, Van der Ende works as first bassoonist 
of the North Netherlands Symphony Orchestra (NNO), but there, she had never 
before been asked to do such coordination work:   

The direct contact with the people who supported us felt like an added value 
to me. Normally, in a symphony orchestra, there is a whole department 
concerned with this: they do the contact with the audience, and as a musician, 

65 The Fair Practice Code is a code of conduct for (freelance) work in art, culture, and creative industries in the 
Netherlands. For more information, see https://fairpracticecode.nl/nl. 

66 It must be noted that these musicians, at least at that point in time, were not compensated for their organisational 
work – they were only paid for the collective rehearsals and concerts. As Van Andel et al. noted, it is a structural 
issue in the Dutch classical music world that experimental initiatives can only exist, because the musicians have 
stable incomes elsewhere (2021: 66–67). In a recently published plan, Pynarello explains how it strives for a 
financial situation in which it remunerates its musicians for their organisational work and for the individual 
preparations they have to do at home to learn the score by heart too (Pynarello, 2021: 21–22).
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I actually have no idea […] who my audience is. So now that I was doing this, 
I could not help but wonder: what actually happens to the reactions from 
audience members at the NNO? (Interview Van der Ende, 2019)  
  

The fact that Van der Ende coordinated the crowdfunding campaign enabled her 
to reflect on the taken-for-granted distribution of tasks in the regular orchestra 
she is also part of: in the traditional orchestral machine, musicians are not supposed 
to acquire funding, communicate with potential patrons, or directly contact 
audience members before a concert. The fact that Pynarello required her to do this 
work made her, and me, realise that, as a musician, she normally hardly thinks 
about engaging with her audience before the actual concerts she performs, nor is 
the audience invited to think about engaging with orchestral musicians before the 
concert. Because Pynarello as it were breaches how regular symphonic practice is 
organised, Van der Ende adopted a new role in the organisational practice, which 
enabled her to reflect on how responsibilities and tasks are normally divided within 
orchestral practice. Similarly, audience members have the chance to get involved 
with Pynarello long before the concerts take place, and it becomes possible to see 
how much work normally goes unseen for them. Pynarello thus asks of its musicians 
and its audience to move beyond implicit organisational routines.  
  The crowdfunding helped to open up the normally compartmentalised 
responsibilities of musicians and audience members just like Pynarello aims to do 
during its concerts. Already here, Pynarello is working towards its aim of performing 
symphonic concerts that are open dialogues in which both musicians and audience 
are involved. On the one hand, because audience members have the option for 
direct contact with the musicians prior to the concert, and on the other hand, 
because the musicians (in this case, two of them) have more responsibilities related 
to the audience than playing the music in front of them during the concert. But 
what does this mean in Pynarello’s playing and rehearsing practices, and how do 
they prepare to break with two other routines – playing with a score and a 
conductor?   

Scores and/as safety nets 
As in any orchestral practice, it is at the musicians’ homes that Pynarello’s rehearsals 
begin. Although the sheet music is still present at this early stage when the 
musicians are practising individually, they are in fact already preparing to play 
without it later on. Cellist Geneviève Verhage describes that preparing to play 
without a score is not easy:

The scary thing about playing without scores is that you do no longer have 
anything to fall back on. After all, your sheet music is a safety net – it gives 
you a kind of peace, a kind of orientation; you always know where you are 
when you have it with you. And that safety net – that just falls away. And 
then… you are suddenly confronted with: what should I look at and focus 
on? (Interview Verhage, 2019)

Verhage describes the score as a ‘safety net’ in normal symphonic practice. It quite 
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literally directs the ways of looking and doing during rehearsals and concerts. By 
deciding not to use the scores during their concerts and rehearsals, Pynarello 
removes an important ‘structuring mechanism’ for the musicians. How do the 
musicians orient themselves without the score as safety net? How do they prepare 
this?  
 The first and most obvious work that is necessary is practical as well as 
technical: the musicians have to learn the notes by heart before they come together 
for the first joint rehearsal. ‘The cramming words part’ is how Verhage describes 
this part of the process (Interview Verhage, 2019). With the physical sheet music 
on a music stand before her, she actively tries to remember the notes. Bassoonist 
Marije van der Ende describes how she treats the notes in a more analytical manner 
at home when she knows she will play by heart: 

If I know that I have to play it by heart, then I look at those notes 
differently. I look at the piece much more analytically: how does it work? 
[…] I will try to play it by heart and check if I am doing it right all the time. 
And then sometimes, I come across a parallel passage where I have to do 
something slightly different than I just did. So then you register that 
change, so to speak. And in places where I struggle to remember the notes, 
I make sort of mental photos of three bars or so, because at these points, I 
can then go like this: ta ti ta TI ta ti taaa. So I can grab those pictures when 
I don’t know for a bit. (Interview Van der Ende, 2019)

She is actively trying to remember the score when she starts rehearsing it at home, 
and in doing so, she is visualising notes in her mind. Both musicians describe how 
they slowly build up speed and work their way through the score.  
  However, cellist Verhage notes that she does not want to be preoccupied 
with memorisation all the time; this analytical focus only ‘works’ up until a certain 
point: 

Sometimes, you notice that you are constantly thinking about what you are 
playing, but the purpose of taking the sheet music away is to create 
openness – to be able to communicate, to open up. So if you end up being in 
your own bubble, you somewhat miss the mark. (Interview Verhage, 2019)  

The aim of Pynarello comes into view again: they do not want to play without 
sheet music for the sake of it, but because this should enable the musicians to 
‘open up’ to their audience. The ‘openness’ in the open dialogue Pynarello aims 
for first of all requires musicians to not be in their head but focussed on 
communicating with those around them.  
 When I ask multiple musicians how they try to do that, to ‘open up’, they 
tell me that listening to and playing along with recordings becomes a vital part 
of their rehearsals at home (Interview Stoffelsma, 2019; Interview Dessi, 2019; 
Interview Verhage, 2019; Interview Wolfs, 2019). Clarinettist Arno Stoffelsma 
explains:

I learn by playing with my headphones, playing along with the CD. And the 
benefit of that is also that you hear everything. You hear all the instruments 
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and not just your own part, so you get to know who does what when. 
(Interview Stoffelsma, 2019)  

Different from his work for the other orchestra he plays in, Stoffelsma needs to 
play through and have an idea of the symphony as a whole, because it will be the 
responsibility of the group together to bring the concert to a good end. Listening 
to and playing along with recordings helps him to get a feel for what the others 
are doing.67 Flautist Emeline Dessi explains that she prepares an ‘awareness’ of 
what her colleagues are doing:

I not only learn my own part but also try to be aware of who plays what 
when. It is not as if I know everyone’s notes, but I do know very well what 
my closest colleagues – so clarinet, oboe, bassoon – play. I would first 
listen, read along on the score, learn small parts by heart, and then I would 
play along with the CD. (Interview Dessi, 2019)

In listening to recordings, she is preparing for two different things. First, Dessi is 
preparing an awareness of the voices of the different instruments – because she 
needs to know how her notes relate to them, and she needs to know her place 
within the symphony as a whole. This is, secondly, important because there will 
be no conductor bringing the various musical lines together. Not having a conductor 
also means that the musicians will be responsible for developing an interpretation 
of the music by themselves. To do so, Dessi not only reads the score, but listens to 
various recordings of the symphony:

When I know the first, second, third, and fourth movements, I begin to play 
along with different versions. Super easy on YouTube, and my husband has 
four versions of this symphony on CD here. So I just try all of them. 
(Interview Dessi, 2019)  

She is not only trying to know what the other musicians will play; she is also 
listening to the various possible interpretations of the symphony. The digital media, 
YouTube videos, and CDs, in this moment, replace the score that was used to learn 
the notes by heart analytically before. The recordings enable Dessi to explore 
interpretative options:

For instance, in Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, there is a little flute solo in 
the second movement, and I listened to several recordings of that solo to 
explore what I liked and what I did not like so much. These are tiny details, 
you know? But you use the recordings to make your own version of such a 
solo. And when you have a conductor in front of you, you simply have less 
to say over these things because that conductor might have a different idea. 
(Interview Dessi, 2019)

67 Pynarello’s practice of playing without a score is thus also dependent on digital technologies that enabled the 
recording of music and distribution of these technologies for everyday use (Sterne, 2003; Born, 2009; Cook et 
al., 2011).
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Dessi is preparing an awareness of the different interpretations that are possible 
of the score and exploring the freedom and responsibility she has to propose an 
interpretation that she likes, that she thinks is good. Because there will be no 
conductor, the musicians will have to interpret the score together during their 
collective rehearsals, and that process starts here.  
 However, cellist Verhage underlines that listening to different versions of 
the symphony does not necessarily help her to define what is ‘good’ or ‘the best’ 
version. She is not interested in that: 

It helps if you are not stuck in one version; it is so easy to get used to a 
specific tempo, and then you end up thinking: this is how it is supposed to 
sound. While just the Berliner Philharmoniker alone has twenty amazing 
versions of the Fourth Symphony that all have remarkably different tempi. 
Listening to those, you can wonder about the decisions they make and 
marvel at the different options that are possible. It really helps to listen to 
many versions, to see the different meanings parts can have, to enlarge 
your vision of it. (Interview Verhage, 2019)  
 

Clarinettist Tom Wolfs tells me he listened to a different version of the symphony 
every day, for similar reasons as Verhage: ‘That allows you to create a framework, 
you explore what is possible’ (Interview Wolfs, 2019). Unlike a conductor would 
do, both Wolfs and Verhage explain that they are not making decisions. Rather, 
they are preparing the ability to take decisions later on, during the rehearsals and 
concerts. During the rehearsals at home, the Pynarello musicians are thus actively 
preparing to be able to play without a score and conductor later on. Thinking back 
on Pynarello’s aim to perform symphonic music as ‘open dialogue’, it becomes clear 
that the ‘openness’ they aim for is not vague, but something that asks for thorough 
preparations. To collectively rehearse without a conductor, the musicians do not 
come to rehearsals with a prepared open view of possibilities. To have an ‘open 
dialogue’ with the audience, it turns out, first an openness among musicians and 
towards the music played needs to be established.  
  Whereas the physical score normally functions as a safety net for orchestral 
musicians, here the score is slowly replaced, first by memory and later by a 
collection of recordings. The multiplicity of these recordings is important: not one 
CD, but four CDs and YouTube videos. Normally, when they would play with a 
conductor and sheet music, the musicians might not need to explore the variety of 
options so thoroughly, but now they feel the need to come to the rehearsals prepared 
with an awareness of the vastness of interpretations possible, so they can contribute 
to the decisions that will have to be taken. In addition to the meticulous focus on 
their instrument’s notes that the symphony orchestra normally asks from musicians, 
they are also sensitising themselves to the potential options and discussions that 
could emerge during the collective rehearsals. They are imagining what might be, 
without filling it in too much. It is with this prepared openness that the musicians 
arrive at their collective rehearsals. 
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Reflection on and in the process

Today, the first tutti rehearsal of Pynarello’s new project takes place. In the 
small ground-level room, I observe a seemingly chaotic situation: the 
musicians are rehearsing the fourth movement of Beethoven’s Fourth 
Symphony together for the first time, without scores. In between jackets 
and instrument cases, I see that their scores are scattered on the floor. 
Without much discussion, they start by playing through the movement. 
Before I know it, it is over. I am curious how this will work, if and who and 
how feedback will be given. But there is no feedback (yet?). The only thing 
Lonneke quickly says is: ‘Can we try to keep the flow and keep it light?’ 
Then they start again. The fourth movement from its beginning. When they 
all stop playing, someone asks if only the double basses and the woodwinds 
can play. It sounds as if the layers are being peeled from each other and the 
other musicians can listen.  
  After this first part of the rehearsal, a discussion starts. It only takes a 
moment before someone speaks up. The clarinettist asks the oboists to be a 
little faster with a number of bars, and he also asks the basses to be on 
time. He explains that he feels that they are just too late or perhaps a tad 
too slow. Peer-to-peer feedback. But then between thirty-two peers. (Field 
notes, 11 May 2019)

This happened over and over again during rehearsals. First, Pynarello would play 
through, sometimes again, and afterwards discussions would emerge, different 
versions of fragments would be tried out, and then they would do another run-
through of a movement. The discussions in between struck me – they were 
extensive, took place between many different people, and were saturated with 
jokes: 

The brass and the woodwinds are negotiating about tempo and 
klankkleuren – the timbre, the colours of the sound. There is some tension 
in the room, a playful tension, but tension, nonetheless. To me, it seems the 
musicians are searching for how they are supposed to play this part… Or 
want to play this part? Clearly, there are margins within which they have to 
play, borders not to cross. If someone crosses one of these musical borders, 
others crack jokes: ‘Well, that is just wrong’ or ‘The first notes of the 
woodwinds are a bit late, because it needs to be “beautiful” or something?’ 
Apparently, there are clear ideas about how this Fourth Symphony should 
be played, and within this scope of possibilities, the musicians are searching 
for what works well for them. (Field notes, 12 May 2019)  
 

In these discussions, the musicians are figuring out how they should play the Fourth 
Symphony and how they want to play it. Although they are playing without a score, 
the score, and in particular, the practice of fidelity that comes with that score in 
classical music practice is not entirely gone. The borders of what is definitely not 
possible seem to be clear to everyone. The jokes are remarks about things that go 
wrong, and the jokes only work and receive laughter in response, because everyone 
present knows how the music is supposed to sound, according to the score. The 
jokes show how the musicians are still working with(in) the frameworks installed 
during the individual preparations at home, and those originate from the score of 
the symphony they are preparing to perform.  
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 Even though the margins within which they work are clear, the musicians 
are still figuring out the decisions they want to make within these margins. The 
score is not gone, but it also is not a safety net that structures their practices in a 
strict manner. However, I observe that, as a consequence of their way of working, 
‘interpretation’ comes to mean something else. Bassoonist Van der Ende explains 
their focus as ‘searching for what the music needs’, and what they are doing should 
follow logically from the music they are playing (Interview Van der Ende, 2019). 
During rehearsals, this confused me at first:

There is no person that is central here. Instead, the music played seems to 
be central. I do not know where to look – in my fieldwork at other 
orchestras, I became so used to everyone paying attention to one point 
during rehearsals like this one, namely the conductor. But here, I find 
myself constantly switching focus with the musicians. I notice the 
musicians look at each other when they need the other musically: when 
they pick up a melody together, have to play right after the other, or are 
waiting while the other plays. Their non-verbal communication is necessary 
for them to play together. These shared looks, raised eyebrows, and locked 
eyes make it so that I, sitting in on this rehearsal, can exactly follow how 
the music is played by the collective. (Field notes, 16 May 2019)

There is not one aesthetic authority (such as a conductor) who takes the lead in 
working towards an interpretation in an efficient manner, as was the case in the 
historical view of the machine and in many contemporary symphonic practices. 
Instead, ‘searching for what the music needs’, as Van der Ende phrased it, means 
that Pynarello takes the symphony it performs seriously as an activity that they 
collectively have to carry out. The musicians carefully and collectively explore how 
to perform: they wonder whether they do it well, question what is difficult, and 
joke about what goes wrong. In doing so, their focus, and therewith mine as I 
observe their rehearsals, shifts from a fixed focus on what the interpretation of 
the music is, to a focus on how the musicians can perform it together. The Pynarello 
musicians do not work towards one fixed interpretation that they will then perform 
during each of the three concerts, but carefully explore the margins within which 
they will work – to rehearse how they could communicate well in, through, and 
for the benefit of the symphony. Openness, for Pynarello, turns out to mean a move 
away from the mechanistic working towards a fixed interpretation of the symphony 
and instead preparing to be able to be open to communicate with the other 
musicians, both verbally during rehearsals and non-verbally during concerts.   
  The way in which the audience participated during the concert resembled 
how it traditionally participates in symphonic practice: as attentive listeners. 
During the concerts, Pynarello did not engage in actual verbal dialogues with the 
audience, even if there were chats between musicians and audience members right 
after the concert ended, those did not turn out to be what the collective meant by 
its open dialogue. Instead, the music that was played, Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, 
is what Pynarello performed as ‘open dialogue’:
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It is evening, and I am sitting on the floor in the right corner of the stage of 
Tivoli Vredenburg’s Hertz concert hall. Pynarello is playing the fourth 
movement, but they are playing it for the second time tonight. The first 
time, only minutes ago, all the audience members including myself were 
still in our seats. But just now, we were invited to come and sit on the stage. 
I feel welcomed through eye contact and smiles. I am sitting inside the 
music, notice the metal sounds of the keys of the flute next to me, see bow 
hairs hanging loose, hear the breathing of the bassoonist. Because of the 
missing music stands and the lack of conductor, I notice I am able to see 
how musicians share looks, how they are working together. In turn, they 
can see me too. (Field notes, 17 May 2019)68 

The concert situation is literally more open than regular symphonic concerts, 
because the collective does not need many of the material objects, music stands, 
conductor’s podium, or chairs that normally stand between musicians and audience. 
This change allows the musicians to perform amid the audience or audience 
members to sit in between the musicians (see fig. 4.6 and 4.7). What makes even 
more of a difference is the fact that the musicians have to non-verbally communicate 
with each other to perform the symphony. Pynarello’s way of working makes it 
possible, as audience member, to follow the musicians’ attention, and consequently 
experience how the music demands them to communicate. Crucially, in Pynarello’s 
practice, the music is not an end result, prepared beforehand and executed during 
the concert. Instead, the Fourth Symphony is an activity, a collective process, that 
structures the entire organisational process from fundraising, learning, analysing, 
and rehearsing to performing and listening.   
 Rather than being a breaching experiment within an existing orchestral 
machine, Pynarello is building a new machine that uses bolts and cogs from the 
traditional one: its musicians are experts; they perform symphonic repertoire, use 
and follow the score of the symphonies they perform; and their audience attentively 
listens to the music performed during concerts. The difference is that the collective’s 
goal to perform symphonic music as ‘open dialogue’ requires the musicians to 
actively consider which routines are necessary to perform the music they want to 
play and which routines may hinder the ways in which their audience can experience 
the music. In the case of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, this led them to play 
without conductor and without sheet music. However, the point was never to 
change these routines for the sake of changing them, but not to lean into ‘safety 
nets’ that are not strictly necessary. Pynarello refuses to take the routinised ways 
of working of the orchestral machine for granted and makes an effort to continuously 
and collectively calibrate the orchestral machine for it to function well. This 
requires time and space to discuss, joke, and tinker collectively. But where such 
time and space should be created is not clear from the beginning; it emerges at 
unexpected moments: during a crowdfunding campaign or at home when listening 
to four different CDs of the same symphony. What can be learnt from Pynarello’s 

68 Experiences similar to mine can be found in various reviews (Sengers, 2020, Van der Lint, 2020). In Chapter 
2 I explain why I decided to draw on autoethnographic observations, and against interviewing other audience 
members. There, I also reflect on the potential limitations of this decision.
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practice is that innovating audience participation requires a new, open, and more 
reflexive focus on the own ways of working to be able to change those routines 
that may hinder the intended role of the audience.  

4.6 Conclusions 

Orchestras have, for a long time, been thought of as organisations that work 
towards one end result: performances of musical works of a high aesthetic quality. 
Everything in the machine, including the way in which the audience participates 
as silent listeners, is calibrated to work towards that aim in an efficient manner. 
But today, also in light of the cultural policy discourse I analysed in the previous 
chapter, they engage in organising different types of activities, such as projects in 
which they innovate audience participation. In this chapter, I have analysed how 
symphony orchestras (attempt to) innovate audience participation in their everyday 
practices with the aim of developing an understanding of how such projects 
challenge orchestras’ routinised ways of working and conventions. I ethnographically 
traced the practical organisational process of one innovative project in each of the 
practices of the Rotterdam Philharmonic, philharmonie zuidnederland, and 
Pynarello, and I analytically understood these projects as if they were breaching 
experiments in the orchestras’ everyday practices – I understood the projects as 
‘trouble’ in the existing machine, amidst the standard ways of working (Garfinkel, 

Figure 4.6 & 4.7: Audience members sitting among the Pynarello musicians at the Uilenburgersjoel in 
Amsterdam (left) and at Tivoli Vredenburg in Utrecht (right). Photographs taken by the author as part 
of fieldwork.
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1964; 1967). The breaching experiment, as analytical tool, helped me to analyse 
how these orchestras try to fit the innovation of audience participation in their 
existing ways of working and what tensions this leads to. In each of the three 
orchestras, existing ways of working and conventions were challenged. In all cases, 
I learnt that the innovation of audience participation is not a simple addition to 
the existing machine, but a change that has consequences for various separate 
parts of the organisation. Whenever orchestral practitioners reacted to this, another 
type of ‘trouble’ emerged.   
 In the Orchestra Laboratory, the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra used 
the innovation of audience participation as an ‘add-on’ to introduce the children 
to the existing machine. The participatory exercises that the audience was invited 
to engage in were not seen as of aesthetic value themselves, but as tools for 
calibrating the children, as new audience members, to teach them about what they 
are supposed to do according to the orchestra’s conventions: listen attentively to 
the musical works performed. The conventional aesthetic aim of the orchestral 
machine, performing and listening to the ‘music itself’, remained unchallenged. 
The participatory exercises the education department carefully prepared were not 
understood as part of the aesthetic work of the orchestra. As a consequence, the 
project was experienced by musicians as a less ‘efficient’ route to achieve the same 
end result. The orchestra did not manage to challenge its own assumptions about 
aesthetic quality and did not consider whether and how the innovation of audience 
participation might become an aesthetically relevant part of the orchestral 
machine.  
  philharmonie zuidnederland did aim to grant the audience an aesthetically 
relevant responsibility in their Empty Minds project: audience members were to 
decide on the order of the movements of the music played, a task that normally 
belongs to the conductor. This plan for innovative audience participation, however, 
challenged the compartmentalised and hierarchical division of responsibilities as 
well as the routinised practical and material organisational work of the orchestra. 
In practice, there was no time and space for reflection on such changes in the tightly 
organised orchestral machine. The project caused questions at unexpected moments 
and places (when installing a video camera, for example) and challenged who 
needed to answer these questions (no longer the conductor-composer). In the end, 
it proved too difficult to question how the audience could become an aesthetically 
meaningful part of the performance in a new way, because the orchestra was 
unable to create speelruimte to cope with such questions, to which there often is 
no immediate answer, in its organisational practice. Instead, it fell back onto 
existing ways of working and divisions of tasks, which led the orchestra to undo 
its original plans to innovate audience participation.  
  Pynarello, finally, aimed to perform Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony as an 
‘open dialogue’. Rather than being a breach in an existing orchestral practice, 
Pynarello builds a new orchestral machine, made out of parts of the old one. They 
use existing ways of working and conventions, safety nets as one musician called 
them, but refuse to assume them as routinised points of orientation. Whenever 
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they hinder the collective’s aim for an ‘open dialogue’, if they burden the contact 
between musicians and audience members, Pynarello does away with such safety 
nets. In the project, this meant they played without a score and conductor. A 
consequence of their approach is that their new orchestral machine is less efficient 
in a traditional sense: it is not as financially stable, needs more rehearsals, and the 
music played is no longer conceived of as a clear-cut aesthetic aim to work towards. 
Yet their practice enables a reflexive focus on orchestral ways of working: they 
manage to reflexively seek a balance between doing something new and continuing 
to use existing orchestral conventions. As such, Pynarello manages to both reflect 
on routinised ways of working and on aesthetic conventions in symphonic practice 
that tend to predefine and fix what is and is not considered to be aesthetically 
relevant work.   
  The projects that innovated audience participation challenged routinised 
ways of working and underlying ideas about what is aesthetically relevant work 
in orchestral practices. Pynarello actually managed to establish a reflexive focus 
on its ways of working and conventions, perhaps partly because it built a new 
apparatus, but the other two orchestras were innovating audience participation 
within their existing machines, keeping up with their fast pace. As a result, they 
were still determined by the rhythm of working of the machine: still focussed on 
the known aesthetic standard and trying to make the new audience fit with that 
(Rotterdam Philharmonic) and solving issues that emerged with familiar and 
routinised repertoires of action without reflecting on why the issues emerged in 
the first place (philharmonie zuidnederland). Both of them leaned into existing 
safety nets in new situations. These normally help to safeguard the aesthetic quality 
of the music played during concerts. However, when innovating audience 
participation, as it turned out, the safety nets were part of the trouble. The projects 
challenged practical routines in orchestral practice and the underlying ideas about 
aesthetic quality, but because orchestras leaned into safety nets, there was no room 
to reflect on how the innovation of audience participation challenged their aesthetic 
conventions and what new things were emerging: there was little space for not-
yet-knowing, or speelruimte, in the routinised ways of working. Instead, in line 
with the logics of Garfinkel’s breaching experiments, the orchestras went back to 
their existing ideas about aesthetic quality, and calibrated the audience participation 
to fit with those ideas. Not the innovative projects themselves, but the orchestras’ 
tendency to value the aesthetic quality of the ‘music itself’ and ways of working 
that safeguard this understanding, turned out to be the actual trouble that caused 
the orchestral machines to squeak and grind.  
  Throughout this chapter, I have focussed on how the innovation of audience 
participation challenges existing ways of working and conventions in symphonic 
practice. I found that the innovation of audience participation challenges not only 
practical ways of working but also the orchestras’ understanding of aesthetic 
quality as residing in the ‘music itself’. The innovation of audience participation 
demands a broadening of what aesthetic quality might entail and where and how 
it emerges in practice. Chapters 3 and 4 have demonstrated the complexity and 
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riskiness of the innovation of audience participation and how it challenges 
traditional ideas about what is and is not aesthetically relevant – first, in the 
cultural political context and here, in orchestral practice. I learnt that, to give its 
audience a new aesthetic role within its organisation, the symphony orchestra 
needs to actively make an effort to recalibrate its own machine: to reflexively 
engage with its routinised ways of working and assumptions about aesthetic 
quality. In Chapter 5, I shift my focus to how aesthetic qualities emerge when 
orchestras innovate audience participation. I will explore how existing aesthetic 
frameworks might not only be challenged, as we saw in this chapter, but also 
expanded in the process. If a new machine appears to be built, no matter how it 
rattles, how do norms and values emerge, and what other quality standards might 
come into being? 
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In 2013, visual artist and educator Annette Kraus tried to unlearn how to ride a 
bike. Reperforming a well-known work by Bas-Jan Ader, she cycled into a canal. 
Krauss had her reasons for doing so: together with her students she had been 
looking for different contexts in which they could learn about unlearning. Site for 
Unlearning #1 (to ride a bike) of which the reperformance was part, grapples with 
the persistence of bodily knowledge, according to the artist. Cycling is a skill that 
is almost impossible to unlearn once learnt. Why? And what would it take to 
unlearn?

Krauss uses cycling as a site to figure out how one can become aware again of 
traditions that are taken for granted. Not only cycling, she thinks, but also how we 
work, what we appreciate, and what we experience as beautiful are not given, but 
learnt.   

During my ethnographic fieldwork, I sometimes became frustrated with my own 
listening. I could not hear what the professional musicians around me heard, and 
I was uncertain how to talk about the concerts I attended back in the foyer 
surrounded by other audience members who apparently heard very different things 
than I did.  

I tried hard to hear what they heard, to listen like they listened. During observations 
this meant my listening was quick to be pushed in particular directions: after a 
day of fieldwork, I had listened a lot to the conductor and had tried (and often 
failed) to hear the mistakes he had commented on.   

On the train home one afternoon, it occurred to me that I, without really noticing 
it, had adopted the practitioners’ idea of what it meant to listen in a musical sense: 

Interlude IV: (Un)learning listening
On how an ethnographer can listen in a world 
that is particularly skilled in listening

Bas-Jan Ader (1970) Fall 2 [still from video] Annette Krauss (2013) (Un)learning B.J. Ader
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listening to the musical text and the right performance thereof. It was then that I 
thought of Annette Krauss’s practice. Listening in the world of symphonic music 
is a learnt, embodied skill. The musicians I sat amongst during rehearsals knew 
how they were supposed to listen, but also the audience members I met in foyers 
knew. The world of symphonic music prioritises a very particular type of listening.

What did it mean that I had been striving for a type of listening that resembled 
theirs during my participant observations?   

I could not help but wonder what it would mean, as an ethnographer, to unlearn 
this listening tradition or to not learn it in the first place?69 The next day I told 
myself to listen to anything except for what was considered important to listen to 
by the people I observed during one full day of participant observation. To listen 
again and anew. Naively.  

I came home with a notebook full of seemingly random sounds:
…I hear someone turn the pages of the novel they brought.  
…I hear people yawning in the brass section – they partied hard last night.  
…I hear someone taking a screenshot on their phone. 
…I hear the jokes the bassoonist next to me and the oboist behind me exchange.

I was overwhelmed by how much else there was to listen to, but most of all how I 
could derive different information from my observations by exploring different 
modes of listening. I could, for instance, learn about how the rehearsal space was 
used, what non-musical things people did, and how instrument sections related to 
each other.  

Without noticing it at first, during my fieldwork, I had tried to adopt the way of 
listening that was deemed appropriate in the field I was entering. Instead of taking 
seriously my own ethnographic ears, I had assumed what was worthwhile to listen 
to and what was not without remaining reflexive about it.   

In the symphonic music world, listening is just like riding a bike. Both orchestral 
musicians and expert audience members are so skilled in it that their bodies take 
over, and they do not have to think about how to listen anymore. Their listening, 
however, is not neutral or a given.   

It turned out I had my own safety nets to lean into by attempting to mirror the 
practice’s own way of listening. As ethnographer in a world that is all about 
listening, however, I found it was fruitful to explore more than one way of listening 
– especially when engaging with innovative projects that potentially open up new 
ways of listening themselves. 

69  I presented on and experimented with this question with a group of colleagues during the symposium Doing 
Fieldnotes which was organised by the Research Centre for Arts, Autonomy and the Public Sphere on 13 March 
2019 (Spronck, 2019b; for the exercise I did that day, see Eve, 2020: 78-79; also see Spronck, 2021).
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5.1 Daring to begin anew 

It is the day before the premiere of i-Classics Empty Minds. The orchestra is in the 
middle of its rehearsal in the factory hall of Strijp S. One of the percussionists 
wanders around, just like I do. He walks up to me, and we stand there, together, 
listening. ‘And this is what they call innovation…’ he jokes. ‘You know,’ he continues, 
‘in the concert hall, we just have everything in place. And here we simply don’t. 
It’s innovative, I guess, but we still have to learn a lot.’ On the wall behind him, 
large, red Lawrence Weiner-like letters spell: All glory comes from daring to begin 
(see fig. 5.1). Standing there and talking to him, I recognised the hesitation of 
musicians when they have to innovate audience participation, the uncertainty of 
the situation, the difficulties of moving beyond orchestral routines, and the worries 
about whether this unfamiliar type of concert would turn out well.   
 This last word deserves a little more attention. Doing something ‘well’ is 
not a simple task in the practice of a symphony orchestra. Upon asking him about 
what makes a good concert, one of the clarinettists of philharmonie zuidnederland 
whom I interviewed after the Empty Minds rehearsals promptly explained that 
quality is ‘a lot of things’:

Quality is first and foremost about the level of the music that is written: is 
that high enough? That is a very difficult aspect to define for a layperson. 
In addition, there are the performers: do they play it technically well, is 
their sound good, are the balance, the musical forms, and the sentences 
right? And it has to do with the composition of the group: which musicians 
play together and with which instruments? (Interview Niese, 2019) 

His words illustrate what is often implied when speaking about quality in the 
context of symphonic music: the aesthetic quality of the repertoire played, of the 
musical works, and how these are performed (Goehr, 2007). Musicians such as 
this clarinettist know what a good concert should look like, or rather, should sound 
like. He knows what aesthetic quality is beforehand and is working towards that 
(implicit) aim in his everyday work. Regular orchestral practice is equipped with 
the expertise, routines, and material infrastructure to reach that aim. They, indeed, 

5

Expanding repertoires of quality 
Or: How to do innovative   
symphonic concerts well?
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‘have everything in place’ to provide aesthetically good performances .   
 In the previous chapter, however, we learnt that the innovation of audience 
participation interferes with the common understanding of aesthetic quality as 
residing in the musical work and the performance thereof. Whenever the orchestras 
I observed attempted to innovate audience participation, they had to challenge the 
routinised ways of working that normally reassure that the end result of their work, 
the concert, will go well. It became clear that particular mediators, such as video 
cameras or body percussion exercises, emerged as important for the concerts they 
were preparing. Yet it proved to be difficult for orchestras to reflect on and recognise 
the value of these new elements for the aesthetic quality of the concert. Instead, 
orchestras fell back on established ways of working that are geared towards 
safeguarding the aesthetic quality of the concert as they know it. They struggled 
to question how innovative projects might require expanding their understanding 
of what contributes to the quality of a concert.   
 The work of philosopher Lydia Goehr explains why orchestras struggle to 
challenge their ideas about aesthetic quality as residing in the repertoire of ‘musical 
works’ they perform (2007). As I discussed in Chapter 2, Goehr shows how the 
work-concept functions as a ‘regulative concept’ in symphonic practice: that means 
that the concept structures the everyday ways of working, skills, and division of 
roles and responsibilities (103–104). But it also means something else: Goehr 
contends that regulative concepts tend to assume ‘a naturalized appearance’ and 
function in a stable manner as they acquire more authority within a given practice 
(2007: xxv; 104). She explains:

Figure 5.1: philharmonie zuidnederland rehearses for i-Classics Empty Minds in Strijp S, Eindhoven. 
Photograph taken by the author as part of fieldwork. 
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Following a Kantian line of thought, these concepts function stably because 
they are treated as if they were givens and not ‘merely’ as concepts that 
have artificially emerged and crystallized within a practice. That they are 
treated as givens does not mean they are so. They become anchored in a 
practice through a kind of fictional or suppositional permanence. (104) 

The aesthetic quality of musical works is treated as a given: as something that 
pre-exists naturally and thus should evidently be worked towards in orchestral 
practice for it to be good.   
 The problem with the understanding of aesthetic quality as a given, 
according to Goehr, is that it reduces musical practice to something ‘ready-made 
or belonging to the past’ (xxxvii). It renders invisible the process of crafting a good 
performance. Sociologist Richard Sennett shows how, in any quality-driven 
practice, craftspeople have to reflexively work to achieve a good end result (be it 
a written sentence, a violin, or a performance) each time anew (Sennett, 2008: 
243; 2012). The practical work in and through which quality emerges becomes 
neglected when aesthetic quality is presumed to be a given: something fixed and 
not up for change. Goehr aims to liberate symphonic music practice from the 
authority of the work-concept not because there is something wrong with how 
orchestras perform, but because there are viable and dynamic alternatives to the 
common understanding of aesthetic quality (2007: 284–285). Performance 
practices can develop their own aesthetic qualities (285). Yet for that to be possible, 
it is necessary to acknowledge that the work-concept is not a given, but emergent 
in and through musical practice. Emerging, according to Goehr, ‘is not a process 
of creation ex nihil, but a slow process occurring through the development of a 
practice, through the fostering of new theories and much more’ (107). This 
understanding of emergence resembles how Antoine Hennion, building on the 
work of Étienne Souriau, has conceptualised music as ‘work-to-be-done’ (2017b; 
2019). As I discussed in Chapter 2: emergence, in that conceptualisation, is not as 
a move towards a given end result, or a process of creation, but as a process of 
instauration – continuously expanding the existence of the music in a reciprocal 
manner.   
 Thinking back on my chat with the percussionist during the rehearsal, I 
realise the moment also tells a different and more positive story: a story of an 
orchestra that is there in Strijp S, on the floor, trying to find out how to do this odd 
concert in a good way, daring to begin without exactly knowing where it will end 
up. This chapter concentrates on the courage that orchestras have in doing 
innovative participatory projects, notwithstanding all the difficulties they cause. 
In these projects, other tentative notions about what a good performance is begin 
to emerge. The stakes are high for orchestras when they try to do innovate audience 
participation in a good way, because a good concert today might be participative, 
collaborative, inclusive, innovative, or societally relevant if we are to follow the 
discourse analysed in Chapter 3. As I showed in Chapter 4, projects in which 
audience participation is being innovated stipulate that what aesthetic quality 
entails in symphonic practice today may not always be clearly defined from the 
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outset. In this chapter, I will examine how orchestral musicians, staff members, 
and other practitioners are figuring out how to do the innovation of audience 
participation well, and how (new) aesthetic qualities emerge when they do so. To 
analyse this, I should also not assume aesthetic quality as a given, but agnostically 
trace and articulate how and where it emerges in practice as I argued in Chapter 
2 by asking questions such as: how are qualities addressed? What counts as quality? 
And who plays what role in that? These are not simple questions to answer, nor is 
it straightforward what it means to study how aesthetic quality ‘emerges’. The next 
section turns to pragmatist philosophy for conceptual as well as empirical insights 
on what it means to understand values, such as aesthetic quality, as emergent 
(Keulartz et al., 2004; Krabbenborg, 2013; Dewey, 1922; Schön, 1983; 1987; 
1992).   

5.2 A pragmatist approach to aesthetic qualities 

A particularly relevant strand of pragmatist philosophy to explore here, are 
pragmatist ethics concerned with technological developments. Ethics might seem 
far-removed from the issue that is at stake in this chapter, aesthetic quality, but 
aesthetics in classical music practice and ethics both tend to regard values as 
transcendental (Goehr, 2007: 105). I return for a moment to the argument I made 
in Chapter 2 to refresh our memories of pragmatist ethics before I afterwards 
expand on it. Earlier, I explained that in the article ‘Ethics in Technological Culture: 
A Programmatic Proposal for a Pragmatist Approach’, philosophers of technology 
Jozef Keulartz, Maartje Schermer, Michiel Korthals, and Tsjalling Swierstra discuss 
and critique precisely that characteristic of the field of ethics: its tendency to regard 
values as transcendental (2004). In traditional ethics, they explain, moral rules are 
assumed as given and pre-existing; as a consequence, much research is mainly 
concerned with seeing how these are there in practice or not (10–12). Today, 
however, that leads to problems, the authors argue, because ethics scholars struggle 
to cope adequately with today’s technological innovations and their relations to 
society.   
 Keulartz et al. point out that, whenever ethicists discuss innovative 
situations in which the existing moral framework is challenged, both proponents 
and opponents of the technological innovation use arguments in which they 
presume norms as unchangeable givens that slowly steer our behaviour. As I 
explained in Chapter 2, proponents use ‘continuity arguments’ – there is nothing 
new under the sun, something similar already exists. And opponents make use of 
‘slippery slope arguments’ – once we take a step in this direction, these developments 
will inevitably lead to a whole series of steps (2004: 11–12). These arguments, 
however, are deterministic: ‘only plausible if one takes the view that technological 
developments have only one course, upon which society cannot exercise any 
influence at all once the first step has been taken’ (12). Moreover, they do not take 
into account what emerges in innovative practices: 
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What all these arguments have in common is that they judge new 
developments from within the existing moral framework. The new is traced 
back to the old, or it is demonized, but this does not prompt any change in 
the moral vocabulary itself. (Ibid.)  

This observation is remarkably relevant for symphonic music. It confirms what I 
found in the previous chapter: innovative projects lead to tensions, to ‘trouble’, 
because they continue to be understood within the scope of the existing aesthetic 
framework – the new is repeatedly traced back to the old.  
  In response to this issue, philosophers of technology like Keulartz et al. 
have explored how pragmatism, and in particular the work of John Dewey, can 
offer an alternative that challenges the idea of an existing and pre-existing moral 
framework. As sociologist and philosopher of technology Lotte Krabbenborg 
explains, Dewey

perceived morality not as something that is imposed from the outside onto 
a situation. There is no special moral realm. Instead, Dewey understands 
morality as something that has to be searched for and discovered in the 
experience of everyday life. (Krabbenborg, 2013: 172; Dewey, 1922)70  

This understanding of morality as part of everyday life is at the core of the 
pragmatist ethics that Keulartz et al. propose as well. They argue that pragmatist 
philosophy allows for an ethics that rejects every form of foundationalism and 
essentialism, and instead offers an ethics that accepts that all of our convictions 
are provisional and can be reviewed (2004: 16). This resembles what Lydia Goehr 
and Antoine Hennion, in their own ways, have argued for in the context of music: 
music as an art form that continuously exists in the process of being crafted, always 
emergent, always ‘to-be-done’ – and crucially that this is not without obligation 
but always informed by a ‘normative force’ to do well (De Vries, 2016: 173; Goehr, 
2007; Hennion, 2019).   
  A pragmatist understanding of morality or of music as emerging in everyday 
practice requires a methodological approach that traces how norms and values are 
actualised, changed, and made relevant in practice – how they are ‘in action’ 
(Keulartz et al., 2004: 17–18; Swierstra; 2017; also see Chapter 2).71 So research 
that takes on a pragmatist approach enables a focus on ‘the process of (moral) 
inquiry’ (Keulartz et al., 2004: 17). The researcher no longer focusses only on 
justification (analysing or evaluating a practice and its relation to given norms and 
quality criteria), but also requires a mode of discovery (analysing and articulating 
how meanings and perspectives may emerge and are constructed in and through 
practice) (18). Throughout this chapter, I strive to trace and to articulate how 

70 John Dewey makes a similar argument about the importance of the experience of everyday life in the context 
of the arts in the book Art as Experience (1980).

71 Other relevant work that is concerned with ‘values in action’ can be found in the field of valuation studies. 
There, researchers have ethnographically studied how practitioners work towards a ‘good’ end result in contexts 
varying from health care to tomato farming (Mol & Heuts, 2013; Mol et al., 2010; Kamphof, 2015). 
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qualities may emerge and are constructed in and through orchestras’ practice when 
they innovate audience participation. This implies that I empirically have to look 
for moments of ‘discovery’: moments of inquiry that are open-ended and unfamiliar, 
moments of fiddling.   
 John Dewey has called such moments of inquiry ‘dramatic rehearsals’ 
(Dewey, 1922: 190–191; also see Keulartz et al., 2004: 20; Fesmire, 1995; 
Krabbenborg, 2013). ‘For Dewey’, Krabbenborg explains,

 
a dramatic rehearsal refers to a specific, ideal mode of deliberation required 
when people find themselves in indeterminate situations: situations in 
which it is not clear how to act, what to value or which ends to pursue. 
People feel blocked in their activities because existing routines, norms, 
values, roles and responsibilities are destabilized. (168–169)  

The dramatic rehearsal is an (imaginative) deliberation, the ‘attempt to find out, 
by inquiry, imagination and experimentation, what is at stake, which ends to 
pursue and what to value’ (Ibid.). It is a collective deliberation in which a group of 
participants (citizens, in Dewey’s case) imagine possible futures and the ways that 
lead to their realisation (Dewey, 1922: 190–191; Keulartz et al., 2004: 20). This 
means that ‘discovery’ does not necessarily allude to groundbreaking innovations, 
but to moments of tinkering, renegotiating, and expanding the existing norms and 
values, much in line with the STS approach to innovation that I introduced in 
Chapter 1. Similarly, throughout this chapter, ‘innovation’ might refer to seemingly 
small moments. At its core, Dewey’s dramatic rehearsal is a mode of open-ended 
reflective inquiry. And this mode can be rehearsed if only participants dare to accept 
that their existing moral, or in my case aesthetic, framework might be altered. The 
concept of the dramatic rehearsal informs what I explore in this chapter: how 
projects in which audience participation is innovated might, indeed, alter or expand 
the existing aesthetic framework in which symphony orchestras operate. Dewey’s 
dramatic rehearsals, however, are intended as imagined deliberations: the rehearsals 
take place as thoughts, they are a cerebral activity, and not physical experiments 
(Dewey, 1922: 190). But how to study reflective inquiry in a practice that is as 
creative, tacit, and material as symphonic practice?  

Repertoires of quality in creative practice 
Philosopher Donald Schön has rethought and reconnected John Dewey’s work on 
reflective inquiry to study the embodied and creative knowledge of practitioners 
(Schön 1983; 1987; 1992; Waks, 2001; Hébert, 2016).72 In his seminal book The 
Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, Schön stresses that 
practitioners, from musicians to architects, have their own forms of reflective 
inquiry woven into their practices (1983). These forms of reflective inquiry are 

72 Donald Schön wrote his dissertation on John Dewey’s theory of inquiry in 1955, and most of his later work still 
finds its roots in pragmatism (Waks, 2001; Ramage, 2017). Schön himself writes that, in The Reflective Practitioner, 
he was attempting to make his ‘own version of Dewey’s theory of inquiry, taking “reflective practice” as [his] 
version of Dewey’s “reflective thought”’ (1992: 125).
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particularly important in what Schön calls ‘divergent situations’, unfamiliar 
moments in which the practitioner does not (yet) know how to act and what a 
‘good’ ending to the situation they are experiencing would be (49–50). Aiming to 
develop an understanding of the specific types of reflection in creative practice, he 
analyses what happens ‘implicitly in the artistic, intuitive processes which some 
practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and 
value conflict’ (1983: 49).73 Schön concludes that practitioners tend to apply their 
knowledge in action: creative practitioners do not disengage from the activity they 
are doing, do not take a ‘time out’ to reflect (Schön, 1992: 125). In orchestral 
practice, too, as we have seen in Chapter 4, practitioners hardly ever have or take 
time out to reflect on what they are doing, even in unfamiliar projects. However, 
following Schön, that does not always mean that reflection does not happen. 
Reflection can happen on the floor, Schön shows that practitioners can ‘reflect-in-
action’ and in the languages specific to their practice (Ibid.). These languages are 
not necessarily verbal languages, they can be embedded in how practitioners play 
their instruments or collaborate during a rehearsal (1992: 125–126). Reflection-
in-action, then, is the way practitioners can solve problems and learn to handle 
uncommon situations in their practices.   
  When reflecting-in-action, practitioners do not start from nothing, they 
draw on a ‘repertoire’ of ideas, examples, sounds, and actions: according to Schön, 
they are familiar with the common way of working (1983: 138). Orchestral 
musicians, for instance, know how a rehearsal should normally go and how to play 
their parts in a Beethoven symphony. They can draw on that knowledge and those 
skills even when doing an innovative concert. With the help of their existing 
repertoire, Schön would argue, the musicians might be able to make on-the-spot 
adjustments when they encounter a new situation, to make sense of it, and to adapt 
to unfamiliar things that emerge (1983: 45–46). Schön’s reflective practitioners 
are thus involved in embodied crafts processes in which the end result is not clear 
from the outset. Following Schön, practitioners’ tinkering, thinking, trying, and 
rehearsing can be analysed as normative work in and through which they figure 
out what it means to do the new situation well. This resembles how John Dewey 
imagined his dramatic rehearsals. Dewey wrote that ‘[a dramatic rehearsal] is an 
experiment in making various combinations of selected elements of habits and 
impulses, to see what the resultant action would be like if it were entered upon’ 
(1922: 190). Contrary to Dewey, however, Schön emphasises the practical and 
embodied involvement that reflective practitioners have in the unfamiliar situation. 
Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action helps to also bring into view and analyse 
the tacit work that might happen in orchestral practice at moments that orchestras 
are working on an innovative project. Combining Schön’s reflection-in-action with 
Dewey’s dramatic rehearsal, I will analyse how orchestral practitioners are figuring 

73 Schön often ends up analysing individual practitioners rather than collective deliberations, and this individualist 
focus has been criticised (Fischler, 2012; Ramage, 2017). According to Fischler, Schön’s focus results in a lack of 
acknowledgement of the context in which these individuals work in two ways: in terms of power relations that 
influence the distribution of tasks and the socio-material setting in which practitioners work (2012: 323–324).
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out how to do innovative projects well along the way, to trace and articulate how 
aesthetic qualities emerge in and through such projects. Ultimately, this analysis 
helps me to gather how and where the existing aesthetic framework of symphony 
orchestras might be altered or expanded.   
  As an analytical lens to examine the different ways in which quality is at 
stake and addressed in orchestral practice, I propose the notion of the ‘repertoire 
of quality’. I use the word ‘repertoire’ as a nod to the idea of the aesthetic quality 
of a given and rigid repertoire of musical works in symphonic music that I deviate 
from in this chapter. At the same time, the concept refers to the ‘repertoire’ of 
actions, skills, images, and sounds that Schön’s reflective practitioner draws on in 
unfamiliar situations, but now specified to analytically focus on how such a 
repertoire relates to quality. The concept of the ‘repertoire of quality’ enables me 
to distinguish between different ways in which quality is addressed and emerging 
in symphonic practice when audience participation is being innovated. Before 
focussing on how quality emerges when orchestras innovate audience participation, 
however, I will first examine how traditional aesthetic qualities when preparing 
for a regular concert, too, emerge in practice (Goehr, 2007). This traditional 
repertoire of quality rooted in idealist aesthetics is difficult to study in professional 
practice, because routinised professionals become ‘overlearned’, which means they 
simply know what to do and no longer need to think about it (Schön, 1983: 50). 
As a result, what aesthetic quality is, is unreflexively assumed in practice, and how 
it emerges becomes difficult to observe, because practitioners have internalised 
the criteria that define what is a good performance in the form of routines and 
skills as I already argued in Chapter 2. As Lisa Blok – double bassist at philharmonie 
zuidnederland – puts it: ‘A Beethoven or a Mozart symphony will just go. You do 
not have to do anything for that’ (Interview Blok, 2019). Of course, she does have 
to do things, but she does not need to think about, reflect on, or actively change 
her ways to be able to perform a symphony by Beethoven well or to know whether 
the orchestra played it well. To analyse how a symphony orchestra draws on an 
existing aesthetic repertoire of quality, I will not focus on a professional but on an 
amateur orchestra: het Nederlands Studenten Orkest (NSO) – the Dutch Student 
Orchestra.74 The NSO is not so much a relevant case for me to study because they 
are amateurs, but because they are a project-based orchestra that is not yet 
routinised. Contrary to a professional orchestra, performing aesthetically good 
concerts together is not the everyday business of this group of practitioners, so 
their practice is a good place to study how aesthetic qualities emerge in a symphonic 
practice that does relate to an aesthetic framework rooted in idealist aesthetics. 

74 In her groundbreaking ethnography Hidden Musicians, Ruth Finnegan shows that the distinction between 
professional and amateur musicians is not as straightforward as it may seem (1989). Amateur musical practices 
are often made up of a complex mix of amateurs, professionals, and people in between. In the NSO, too, some 
students are studying at a conservatory to become professional musicians, and others might play well enough to 
enrol in a conservatory but decided not to. 
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5.3 ‘Like a real orchestra’ 

 The NSO is one of the many amateur student orchestras of the Netherlands, but 
other than most amateur orchestras, it is a project-based orchestra. Each year since 
its founding in 1952, an entirely new orchestra is formed, made up of approximately 
a hundred students who enjoy playing classical music in addition to their studies 
at one of the Dutch universities (Interview Wattel, 2018). Instead of a group of 
amateurs who play together for years on end, the NSO forms a brand-new orchestra 
each year. So not only are the students not routinised professionals, they are also 
a new group that have to learn to play together in a short time span. All the 
organisational work, from tour and marketing to production and finances, is 
coordinated by six students who form the board (Interview Wattel, Peuker, 2018). 
The only professional practitioners that are involved in the NSO each year are a 
conductor, a soloist, and a young composer. In 2019, the year I entered the practice 
of the NSO as an ethnographer, the orchestra worked with conductor Arjan Tien, 
solo violinist Maria Milstein, and composer Hawar Tawfiq.   
  Each year in October, the NSO organises auditions to create an entirely 
new orchestra.75 The students who are selected spend the entire month of February 
rehearsing symphonic repertoire. The programme they play is always a combination 
of challenging ‘big’ symphonic works (big in the sense of famous and in size: 
needing an orchestra of over a hundred musicians) and a work that is newly 
composed for them by a young Dutch composer. In 2019, the NSO was playing 
Prokofiev’s Violin Concerto No. 1, Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, and a new 
composition by the young Dutch Kurdish composer Hawar Tawfiq entitled Barazah. 
After their rehearsal period, the orchestra goes on tour. The students perform the 
programme they worked on in ten of the most important Dutch concert halls and 
a few abroad. The final night of the tour, they play in the Royal Concertgebouw in 
Amsterdam. As becomes clear, the NSO mirrors the standard way of working in 
symphonic music: working towards an aesthetically good performance in a 
renowned concert hall. Board member and violinist Marlijn explains to me that 
this is a big deal for the students involved:

We really get to play the big symphonic works, in the big concert halls with 
a super good conductor, and the idea is that these things stimulate the 
orchestra members to play as if [emphasis added] they were professional 
musicians. We try to reach a level that is as high as it would be during a 
concert of a professional orchestra. (Interview Peuker, 2018)

The NSO strives to perform in a way that fits the existing aesthetic framework of 
professional orchestras and aims to reach the same aesthetic quality. To do so, the 
NSO organises formal auditions, selects a praised conductor, compiles a programme 
of canonical musical works combined with a new composition by a promising 

75 One year in advance, the board members are chosen by the previous board. Around that time, the conductor, 
soloist, and composer are already contacted as well, because they need to reserve time in their agendas (Interview 
Wattel, 2018).
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young composer, and plays in acoustically good concert halls. Just like a professional 
symphony orchestra would do. The crucial difference, however, is the ‘as if’.   
  The NSO is not a professional symphony orchestra. It is an entirely new 
orchestra made up of amateur musicians, which means that even though the 
musicians are very skilled, they are not routinised. They require more time to 
rehearse and have to figure out and learn how they should work together to be 
able to perform well in the Concertgebouw in the end. Therefore, the practice of 
the NSO offers a space in which it becomes possible to analyse and articulate how 
orchestral practitioners work towards aesthetic quality in practice, and how and 
where this aesthetic repertoire of quality actually emerges in practice. The work 
of the practitioners towards the aesthetically good performance starts months 
before the evening in the Concertgebouw, during the auditions.  

Auditioning for the NSO: Between technical skills and the ability to learn 
When I interviewed board member and violinist Marijn some time before the 
auditions, I curiously inquired about what I could expect during these days. What 
were they looking for during the auditions? The answer I got was straightforward: 
‘That they play qualitatively well. That they are able to play well together, hold 
tune well, good intonation, yes, that is the core’ (Interview Peuker, 2018). And 
indeed, the situation that I entered during my first day of fieldwork at the NSO 
was set up in such a way that the focus could be on ‘playing qualitatively well’: 

The auditions today take place in the sort of music classroom you would 
find in most high schools. All the music stands – about forty of them – are 
pushed into a corner, as are stacks of chairs, two wrapped timpani, and a 
grand piano. In the middle of the otherwise empty space is a table with 
three chairs behind it. These are the places for today’s jury, which consists 
of conductor Arjan Tien, concertmaster Lisa (first-year conservatory violin 
student), and ‘orchestra chef’ Sander (trumpetist and board member). 
When I join them, they simply add a fourth chair to the table. At the front 
of the room, I see one single music stand, clearly meant for the students 
who come to audition. When I sit down at the jury’s table, I notice the 
forms the jury members have in front of them. They are assessment forms 
with the names and instruments of the lined-up auditioners preprinted, 
underneath the different categories (technique, sound, articulation, 
phrasing) and a scale from one to five, each score accompanied by an 
empty box for comments. (Field notes 15 October 2018)

The moment I entered the room that day, it was clear that it was a serious room: 
from the set-up of the space to the jury’s paper forms, everything seemed in place 
to strictly evaluate whether the auditioners who would come in during the day 
would play well enough to become part of the NSO. The evaluation forms in 
particular underlined the jury’s focus on assessment of the music-technical quality 
of the auditioners: technique, sound, articulation, and phrasing are important. Just 
like my interviewee had told me, the situation seemed to suggest that the auditions 
were a means for the NSO to select amateur musicians who would be able to play 
the programme technically well. In other words, in accordance with the traditional 
work-concept, the musical works – the symphony by Shostakovich, the concerto 
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by Prokofiev, and the new composition by Tawfiq – defined what musical-technical 
abilities would be absolutely necessary for the musicians to have (Goehr, 2007). 
  However, as the day evolved, it became clear that the jury was also probing 
other dimensions, expecting other skills of the potential NSO musicians. Whereas 
the categories on the assessment forms made it explicit what musical-technical 
skills were deemed necessary for a good NSO musician, what I observed was 
something else. After several students have auditioned, I note:

It seems that Arjan Tien is somehow testing all the people who come in. By 
now, I have learnt that each student plays a couple of fragments from this 
year’s programme (difficult parts for their instrument) and a solo piece that 
they have chosen themselves. But every time they have played, the jury 
gives them very specific directions: 

‘play wider and more upwards’  
‘more staccato on the sixteenth notes’ 
‘more crescendo towards bar 94’  
‘vibrato on all the notes from the second line’ 

It does not seem to matter how well the student played in their first go; 
they get directions regardless. Tien seems to be testing how flexible they 
are, what they do with his questions and directions, how they solve the 
issues he points out to them. (Field notes, 15 October 2018)

The jury was testing how the students reacted to the feedback of the conductor 
within the audition. Do they start blushing and trembling, or do they tinker and 
try again? Someone can be a technically brilliant hornist, but if the auditioner 
starts trembling too much to play when asked to figure out a phrase anew, the jury 
considered that a problem (Field notes, 15 October 2018). Over the course of the 
day, I learnt that the jury was not only looking for musicians who were musically 
and technically skilled but also for musicians who were flexible, willing, and 
capable to pick up feedback and learn quickly. The jury was trying to find out how 
the students handle new and challenging situations: they were explicitly asked to 
look at what they are doing. The directions given to the auditioners by the conductor 
are meant to test the students’ capability to reflect-in-action: they are invited to 
draw on their own aesthetic repertoire of actions, skills, and knowledge then and 
there, in the moment, and respond to the direction they received in a good way 
(Schön, 1983). The jury actively nudged the various students to solve issues and 
take into account feedback on the spot, or ‘on their feet’ (68).   
  Even though it remained important that the musicians had the right level 
of technical expertise and instrumental skills to play the musical repertoire well, 
that was not all the jury was looking for during the auditions. Flexibility and the 
ability to reflect and learn were also considered necessary for the NSO to become 
a good orchestra, for them to be able to bring their performances to a good end. 
The particular nature of the practice of the NSO as a project orchestra requires 
student musicians who are able to embark on a steep learning curve in the rehearsal 
weeks after the auditions (Interview Tien, 2019). Therefore, the jury was not only 
looking for a predetermined level of skill but also anticipated the situations that 
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might emerge during the rehearsal process in which the students would have to 
learn new things. Many of these situations, I later learnt, emerged when the 
selected student musicians were rehearsing the new composition by Hawar 
Tawfiq.  

‘As if you explore a desert island’  
Each year, the NSO concerts open with a performance of a musical work that is 
not (yet) part of the symphonic canon composed by a young Dutch composer. Other 
than in the case of the other symphonic music they perform, the end result of this 
new composition is not audible yet.76 For the 2019 programme, the NSO 
commissioned the Dutch Kurdish composer Hawar Tawfiq to make a composition.77 
He composed Barazah – named after a plant that grows high in the mountains, 
straight from the rocks. A plant that suffers, but when it manages to grow, it is 
green and strong. Folklore says that whoever eats the plant when it grows will not 
be sick for a year (Interview Tawfiq, 2019). What Barazah will sound like, however, 
has still to be determined at the rehearsal. Rehearsing new music is not necessarily 
easy for the young musicians, who are used to play symphonic repertoire:

Many of us think the most fun to play together are the great romantic 
symphonies, because they sound quite beautiful right from the start, and 
then they only get better the further you get. But a lot of that new music 
actually sounds pretty, well, weird in the beginning. And only at the end do 
you think, oh, it is actually quite cool. (Interview Bollemeijer, 2019)

This trombonist described how new compositions are more difficult or more 
uncomfortable to rehearse, because the music does not directly sound good. Or 
perhaps rather he, and the other musicians, do not exactly know yet what ‘sounding 
good’ might mean in the case of that musical work. Composer Tawfiq realises 
rehearsing his composition is challenging for the NSO:

There is, of course, a huge difference between playing a new piece or, say, a 
work by Prokofiev. The latter is also incredibly difficult, but musically, you 
have much more of a head start: you get it musically, know that when you 
play your line, that particular one will follow. And that makes such a 
difference. When you play a new piece, it is as if you have to explore a 
desert island. You never know what to expect. (Interview Tawfiq, 2019)

Rather than knowing what end result they are working towards and trying to reach 
that level of playing, the new composition asked for a process of discovering how 
to make the music sound aesthetically good. This process required a different 
attitude from the orchestra:

76 Performing new compositions also requires other ways of working from professional orchestras. Often, the 
composer is present during rehearsals, but also the marketing department, programmers, and music library have 
to work differently when working with a contemporary composer (Interview Vrijlandt, 2019). 

77 The students were not able to listen to Barazah prior to their rehearsals, because it had never been performed, 
but now it is possible to hear how this piece sounds: https://youtu.be/cjYrYK-lOik
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The rehearsal starts, and behind the conductor, composer Hawar Tawfiq is 
sitting on a chair – his arms crossed, his face concentrated. The orchestra 
has just started rehearsing his composition from the top. Every time the 
musicians stop playing, Hawar gets up and starts tweaking the part they 
have just played. This tweaking, much to my surprise, focusses on 
materials. The percussionists are playing a note on a sort of gong, but it is 
not the sound Hawar is looking for. After a discussion about different 
sticks, he walks to the back of the space to join the percussionists in 
searching: ‘I am not a percussionist, but let me try – this stick is too big, I 
think’. He is searching and listening to explore how the different sounds 
and things that produce them (the gong and the stick in this case) can be 
tuned into each other. Together with the percussionists, he tries out an 
array of sticks, but none of them is right, according to Hawar. The sound 
they make is too large. ‘Perhaps they need a pencil or a lolly’, a violinist 
next to me jokes. Laughter in the orchestra. As Hawar walks back to the 
front of the space, Arjan explains that searching for new sounds, for ‘new 
colours’, to figure out what works will require patience. This time, the 
solution is not found yet: Hawar is going to bring some options for the next 
rehearsal. (Field notes, 5 February 2019)

This situation was not unique during my fieldwork. On other occasions, similar 
situations emerged: two days later, for example, the orchestra was again rehearsing 
Barazah, and that time, the pianist had to play the strings inside his piano with a 
coin. As deliberations about the size and material of the coin went on (they had 
already tried a bigger two-euro coin and a smaller fifty-cent coin), the pianist 
jokingly got a plastic drink token from the night before out of his pocket (Field 
notes, 7 February 2019). When the NSO musicians had to rehearse Tawfiq’s new 
composition Barazah, they had to figure out what it meant to play this music well. 
They could not build their expectations on how others had performed the work in 
the past. In the process, elements that would normally be settled (when playing 
the Shostakovich symphony, for instance), have to be taken into consideration. 
Usually, the instruments in a symphony orchestra are optimised to sound a 
particular way that fits the aesthetic repertoire of musical works (see Bijsterveld 
& Schulp, 2004). Now, the type of wood, stick, or instrument is up for discussion 
again. As a result, the musicians together with the composer had to engage in a 
material tinkering.   
  Composer Tawfiq was not straightforwardly directing the musicians 
towards something he had already figured out in his mind, but throughout the 
rehearsal, he was searching for solutions. In this rehearsal, he was the one who 
was searching for solutions and who had the final say about what sounded good 
and what did not. I observed that even Tawfiq did not arrive at the rehearsal 
knowing exactly what he was looking for and how to end up with a version of the 
work he composed that sounded good. Instead, he was engaged in a reflexive 
process – trying and experimenting with what might work and finding what did 
not. In doing so, he built on his knowledge and expertise but was using them to 
get to something new (Schön, 1983).   
  Even though Tawfiq took the lead, he tried to involve the musicians in his 
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searching, inviting them to tinker, experiment, and listen with him, but that was 
difficult for them. They giggled, acted confused, and made jokes. The musicians 
seemed uncomfortable during the rehearsal, because they were not used to having 
to look for sounds, to experimenting with a range of sticks during a rehearsal. The 
jokes particularly show how the musicians have a shared understanding of what 
aesthetic quality is and what ways of working lead to it. The violinist’s joke about 
the usage of a lolly is funny because lollies definitely do not play a role in an 
aesthetically good symphonic concert – everyone laughs at the joke, because they 
know they are stretching existing aesthetic norms with regards to the instruments. 
The NSO musicians are holding this situation against a shared blueprint of the 
existing aesthetic framework of symphonic music, even if the particular situation 
itself and the music they rehearse in it may not fit this blueprint in some ways.   
  Through the rehearsals of Barazah, it becomes clear again that the 
materiality of the instruments and the skills to produce particular sounds with 
them are always a crucial part of the aesthetic repertoire of quality of orchestras, 
but that this is often experienced as a given and consequently rendered invisible. 
Moreover, the situation showed how, in orchestral practice, it is clearly defined 
who has something to say about aesthetic quality and what it entails. Even when 
Tawfiq attempted to engage the musicians in his searching, he was the one defining 
what ‘good’ meant in this case. He took the lead in the searching, made the final 
decisions, and influenced what everyone (me included) would listen to and for. 
The aesthetic repertoire of quality is thus organised not only materially but also 
hierarchically. It is clearly delineated who has something to say about what comes 
to matter as quality: the composer. Yet the musicians’ involvement is vital, because 
they are the ones who, together, have to make the instruments sound good in the 
end. Where, in the practice of the NSO, were moments in which the musicians 
themselves were figuring out how to perform well, and what did these moments 
involve?  

Relations with and through a cowbell  
For two weeks straight, the orchestra rehearses every day from 9:30 a.m. to 10:00 
p.m., and for large chunks of that time, the musicians work within their own 
instrument groups on their own parts. After one of these group rehearsals, I 
interview the leader of the percussion section, timpanist Sebastiaan. When I ask 
him about the rehearsal he just had with his group, he tells me about how they 
spent the entire afternoon working on Tawfiq’s new composition – it includes a 
lot of percussion and rather challenging parts for some of the percussionists 
(Interview Ten Kate, 2019). They have to figure out lots of new sounds. One of the 
difficulties they came across, he says, is a problem with a cowbell.   
  Whenever the percussionist who played the cowbell had to play it during 
their rehearsals of the composition, it hindered him in hearing the other group 
members. As a consequence, it became more difficult for them to play together 
well. So the group started to tinker and search for a solution to this issue. The 
solution seemed straightforward: they decided to turn the cowbell around 
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physically, so it was no longer facing the percussionists, and thus no longer bothered 
the section’s playing together. Practically, however, this meant that the percussionist 
playing the cowbell had to rebuild how his instruments were positioned. And it 
meant that he had to play differently: when he played the cowbell in the next 
rehearsal, it was way too loud – simply because it was facing the opposite direction. 
It did not sound aesthetically good anymore, even though it allowed them to play 
together better. So, the percussionist had to adjust his playing: ‘Turning around 
the cowbell was the solution that helped him hear the others, and it sounded nice 
as well, but he did have to rebuild his setup and play differently’, the timpanist 
concludes (Interview Ten Kate, 2019).  
  In this little moment, the percussionists together were reflecting on and 
finding out how to do this cowbell part: how to play these few notes aesthetically 
well. As becomes clear, however, these few cowbell notes are attached to a range 
of other things: to the material set-up of their instruments, to how they listen to 
each other, and to how the sound they produce (from the back of the stage) travels 
to the rest of the orchestra, the conductor, and later on, the audience. The section’s 
‘doing well’ remains grounded in the motivation to play their notes well in a 
traditionally aesthetic sense: focussing on music-technical quality. But at the same 
time, the musicians have to try together to discover how to make the situation 
work for them and for others involved. It becomes clear that the aesthetic repertoire 
of quality that seems given and familiar, which they are skilled in (they are high-
level amateurs, after all), requires deliberation too. More, the deliberations that 
they are involved in together are not just taking place in their minds: their section 
rehearsal is a material deliberation. Playing the cowbell well requires them to 
tinker: they make it sound within the context of their section and the larger 
orchestra over and over again to find out how it can work well for everyone. In 
other words, playing aesthetically well is not only musical-technical, but also 
practical and material, and it relates to the others they work with.    
  In the practice of the NSO, I sought to analyse how orchestral practitioners 
draw on an ‘aesthetic repertoire of quality’ in their route towards performing an 
aesthetically good regular concert and to explicate what that repertoire entails and 
where and how it emerges. Even though I looked at the NSO because they are an 
orchestra that is not as routinised as a professional symphony orchestra, the 
student musicians had a strong shared understanding of the quality that they 
wanted to reach, knowledge of what was the expected outcome of their work, and 
skills that helped them reach that. The NSO musicians value their upcoming 
concerts within an existing aesthetic frame of reference, that of professional 
symphony orchestras. As the NSO tries to play as if it is a professional orchestra, 
it mirrors particular norms that are deemed necessary in light of the regulative 
work-concept: for instance, during the auditions, music-technical skills are 
important to evaluate, and during rehearsals, the conductor and composer 
ultimately decide on what the music should sound like (see Goehr, 2007). Each 
new situation, from this point of view, seems to be ‘traced back to the old’, to given 
aesthetic quality standards (Keulartz et al., 2004: 12).  
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  Yet, during the auditions as well as the rehearsals, I also came across little 
moments that challenged this view of the aesthetic repertoire of quality as a fixed 
and outcome-oriented set of skills and tasks. The auditions seemed clear-cut at 
first. But as I stayed, I observed that there were other qualities necessary too: the 
specific context of the NSO requires musicians that are flexible too, that are able 
to learn quickly. These qualities were not on the evaluation form; they were not 
explicated and were only present in the questions the jury asked and in the 
auditioning students’ responses. Later on, during the rehearsals, when the NSO 
started rehearsing a new composition instead of well-known musical works by 
Shostakovich and Prokofiev, again there was more at play than musical-technical 
skills and a shared understanding of aesthetic quality. Rather than a linear process 
towards a known, final goal, the rehearsals were moments when the orchestra 
took the time to tinker and try out different materials, instruments, and set-ups. 
Practical and material deliberations became visible as part of the aesthetic repertoire 
of quality, moments that were necessary for aesthetic quality to emerge.   
  The case of NSO allowed me to empirically analyse how the aesthetic 
repertoire of quality is not given, not transcendental, but emergent in specific ways. 
Even if a shared understanding of aesthetic quality regulated by the work-concept 
is at the core of the aesthetic repertoire of quality, quality is also emergent. In 
practice, it turned out that even if the existing aesthetic framework is not altered 
or expanded, as is often the case in professional symphonic orchestras, practitioners 
need to engage in heterogeneous practical, material, and collaborative work to 
figure out how to perform the music well in the particular context they are in. 
However, what emerges when the existing aesthetic framework is being expanded? 
To explore that, I examine how and where qualities emerge when the Rotterdam 
Philharmonic and philharmonie zuidnederland innovate audience participation in 
their everyday practices. In the next section, I shift my focus to what skills and 
ways of working emerge as part of orchestral repertoires of quality important in 
innovative projects.  

5.4 An expanded repertoire of quality? Rain orchestras and other skills
 
Just like every nationally funded Dutch orchestra, the Rotterdam Philharmonic and 
philharmonie zuidnederland are busy organising projects in which they innovate 
audience participation: they experiment with new concert formats, move into 
neighbourhoods, and play educational concerts. Such projects require orchestral 
practitioners to unlearn some of their routines, as became clear in the previous 
chapter. But in what ways do these projects require orchestral practitioners to learn 
new ways of working and skills as well? And how does this challenge the existing 
aesthetic framework? The first of these questions is one that directors of Dutch 
symphony orchestras are asking themselves too (Interview Wiegel, 2018; Interview 
Rosu, 2018). As George Wiegel, artistic director of the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
Orchestra, explains:
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Usually, you will notice that at every orchestra, the musician has only one 
task: to play as well as possible. But today, we have different types of 
objectives as an orchestra. That means that we are trying to shape the role 
of the musician in a new way: instead of performing as part of the group 
onstage, you can also play other roles. And those still fit within your 
employment contract. (Interview Wiegel, 2018)  

Orchestra management is exploring what new tasks could be taken up by musicians 
and what new skills they need to learn to do so.   
  Learning new skills, however, is particularly challenging for classical 
musicians and there are good reasons for that. For a long time, it has been clear 
which skills they needed to be good orchestral musicians: musical-technical skills 
required to perform musical works well are at the core of their repertoire of quality. 
In line with the regulative work-concept, this understanding of good musicianship 
has become institutionalised: it, for instance, forms the basis on which musicians 
are usually hired by orchestras and defines how young musicians are trained at 
conservatoires (Kingsbury, 1988; Nettl, 1995).78 The work of classically trained 
musicians is what sociologist Richard Sennett would call ‘quality-driven’ (2008: 
241–243). They are craftspeople who carefully develop their musical-technical 
abilities through years and years of dedicated work and repetition, motivated by 
the prospect of a qualitative end product (241). Quality, explains Sennett, is then 
understood in a particular way: as a goal to work towards, a goal that can be 
replicated (Ibid.). According to Donald Schön, this understanding of quality bears 
the risk that practitioners become too focussed on technical expertise, and that 
this does not account for how practitioners cope with new situations of practice 
(1983: 50). Practitioners who view themselves as technical experts have the 
tendency to ‘preserve the constancy of their knowledge-in-practice. For them, 
uncertainty is a threat; its admission a sign of weakness’ (Schön, 1983: 55). 
However, today, uncertain and unfamiliar situations are part of the everyday 
practices of orchestral musicians; they are part of projects that attempt to innovate 
audience participation. The musician’s task is no longer only to play an instrument 
technically well; musicians are asked to take up other roles too as they become 
part of innovative projects. Orchestral musicians, today, are bound to come across 
new situations of practice.  
  Whereas in the case of regular concerts, it is self-evident which skills an 
orchestral musician needs to master, this is not straightforward anymore in the 
case of innovative projects. Orchestral practitioners have to figure out anew what 

78 Over the past decade, several Dutch conservatories have been developing bachelor’s programmes that offer an 
alternative to the traditional, hierarchical ways in which conservatories train young musicians; for example, the 
ArtEZ University of the Arts now offers a BA ‘Curatorial practices in music’ and a BA ‘The sound of innovation’, 
and the HKU (Utrecht University of the Arts) offers the BA ‘Musician 3.0’.
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skills they need to have or learn to do these projects well. 79 In what follows, I trace 
and articulate how orchestral practitioners are figuring this out, and I analyse how 
they expand the skills in their repertoire of quality in and through their everyday 
practices. Informed by my empirical work, I will focus on the skills of musicians 
in my analysis: their skills were repeatedly brought up in interviews, and musicians 
can be considered the ‘technical experts’ in the symphony orchestra (Schön, 1983). 
I observed that the reconsideration of the skills of orchestral musicians starts at 
the level of the artistic management, among directors and programmers.  

Crafting space for musical skills  
‘For musicians, there is little to learn in their core profession, but what else do you 
use their qualities for?’ (Interview Wiegel, 2018) With ‘qualities’, director George 
Wiegel refers to the musical skills and technical expertise his musicians have, but 
may not be able to use within their orchestra jobs. In addition to their jobs, 
orchestral musicians often use their expertise to teach, play in ensembles, conduct 
and programme for amateur orchestras, or set up YouTube channels or podcasts. 
Within the standard aesthetic framework, however, there is no space for these 
qualities within the confines of the orchestra. But that is changing now, according 
to the director of philharmonie zuidnederland, Stefan Rosu: 

In businesses, it is quite normal that you use all the skills of someone who 
works for you. But in an orchestra, you do not actually do that. You only use 
their skill of playing the trumpet or playing the viola – the rest is not even 
discussed. In fact, in traditional orchestral practice, musicians do not even 
have the option to bring in something else. So for us, innovation also lies in 
the fact that we try to use other skills musicians have and make room for 
these skills (Interview Rosu, 2018)

Both Wiegel and Rosu consider how the additional abilities that their musicians 
have can be used within their work at the orchestra. ‘Innovation’, for Rosu, does 
not necessarily mean developing new skills, but it also means creating situations 
in which musicians can use existing skills that they have but do not use within 
regular orchestral practice. The orchestras attempt to create space for these musical 
qualities, these skills, within orchestral practice. One example of such a new space 
for musical skills takes place online: Rosu tells me about the ‘digital introductions’ 
of philharmonie zuidnederland.  
  From 2017 onwards, philharmonie zuidnederland has been creating digital 
introductions: videos that are best described as digital ‘programme notes’ that 

79 Within the Dutch art academies and conservatories, several research centres (lectoraten) have been researching 
and evaluating what skills young arts practitioners need in the twenty-first century. The Research Centre for Arts, 
Autonomy and the Public Sphere at Zuyd University for Applied Sciences, for example, does so in their ‘research 
studios’: experimental courses in which students and teacher-researchers collaboratively develop new skills, to 
do research and to reflect on their own ways of working (see: Benschop & Peters, 2012; Eve, 2020; Spronck, 
2019a; De Rooij et al., 2018). 
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audience members can watch beforehand via YouTube or the orchestra’s website.80 
Since the 2017–2018 season, these introductions have not been done by external 
experts, but by one of the musicians who will also play the concert. Each video 
lasts approximately half an hour, and in it, a musician tells the viewer about the 
music that will be played, its historical significance, its themes, and its composer. 
In between, they listen to bits of the music and discuss those with the viewer. 
According to Rosu, these digital introductions are more than a mere change in 
format of programme notes; he argues they are ‘an enormous added value, because 
you use the expertise that is present in your orchestra in a completely new way’ 
(Interview Rosu, 2018). The ‘added value’ is twofold: for the musicians themselves 
and for the audience.  
 To do these digital introductions, musicians are first scouted in the 
orchestra: who could and potentially would like to do one? The musicians that 
agree to do a digital introduction are to prepare the content of their presentation 
themselves: to do so, they can build on the preparations they do for the concert 
anyway and the knowledge they have about the music they will play. To be able to 
do the digital introduction well, however, they are invited to learn new presentation 
skills too: they can follow a training in presenting on camera (Interview Doyen, 
2018). The training is meant to enable the musicians to better articulate their 
musical expertise and knowledge. Normally, this knowledge remains implicit in 
their individual practice: engrained in rehearsing at home, preparing for a concert, 
and reading about the music they will perform. The digital introductions and the 
training the musicians get beforehand enable them to articulate the musical-
technical knowledge they have in every concert, but that normally remains invisible 
(or: inaudible) for the audience. The expertise and musical-technical skills of 
musicians are not questioned, changed, or expanded; the emphasis here remains 
on the existing skills of the musicians but in a new way. There are new skills added 
to the repertoire of quality of the musicians (presentation skills, camera training, 
the telling of a story to their audience), but these skills are developed in service of 
the existing aesthetic framework. They do not challenge the existing idea of the 
musician as technical expert but strive to articulate that expertise.   
  The digital introductions, however, according to Rosu, are valuable not 
only for the musicians but also for the audience. They are created for audience 
members that will, later on, attend the concert that the musicians discuss in the 
videos. On the one hand, the digital introductions are informative. In the video, 
the individual musician speaks to the viewers and takes them along in knowledge, 
stories, and experience of the music they are going to listen to during the concert. 
On the other hand, the videos are a means for the audience to get to know one of 
the musicians out of the collective: you get to spend thirty minutes at home with 
a musician that you will later see perform the same music onstage. The audience 
engages with the music earlier, before the concert, and can get to know the 

80 Examples of the digital introductions of philharmonie zuidnederland can be viewed here: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=sQ7TWnVrIYc 
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musicians in a more personal way. Nevertheless, the audience that is imagined to 
watch the digital introductions is the orchestra’s regular audience: an audience 
that reads programme notes, knows about symphonic music, and is interested in 
the detailed historical and technical information that the musicians share in the 
videos. For the audience, too, the digital introductions do not challenge the concert 
as they know it but add an element to the existing situation.   
  The digital introductions are a good example of the ways in which symphony 
orchestras try to craft space for musical skills that already exist but have not been 
used in orchestral practice. Although the introductions ask musicians to learn new 
presentation skills, these are not considered to be aesthetic qualities. Rather, skills 
like presenting are in service of articulating existing musical skills better, 
articulating what is considered the aesthetic core in line with the existing aesthetic 
framework. For the audience, too, the digital introductions fit the new into the old. 
Getting to know an individual musician prior to the concert is new, but the content 
of the digital introductions (information about the composer, the historical context, 
the themes of the music) remains geared at an expert audience. Even though the 
musicians learn new skills and the audience gets to know them in a new way, the 
digital introductions do not ‘prompt any change in the moral [here: aesthetic] 
vocabulary itself’ (Keulartz et al., 2004: 12). Instead, in combining old and new 
skills, the existing aesthetic framework is reinforced. But what about projects in 
which musicians address an audience that is not made up of experts? What skills 
become valuable then?  

Addressing an audience as aesthetic skill  
If there is one type of innovative project in which professional orchestras have to 
deal with ‘irregular’ audiences, it is in their education concerts. In those projects, 
musicians are often asked to take up more tasks than playing their instrument: 

This morning, I am attending a concert – it feels weird, a concert at 10:30 
a.m., in the middle of my working day. Percussionist Frank walks to the 
front of the stage; he is coming all the way from the back where he 
normally stands. The conductor just ran off – he is taking a plane to New 
York to conduct another orchestra there. We are left in confusion: what is 
happening? Percussionist Frank is standing right in front of us now and 
says that this should not have happened. We need to figure out how to 
make the concert work without the conductor here: ‘Us musicians will need 
your help; would you be willing to help us out?’ We shout at him that we 
are. Frank looks relieved and suggests that, in that case, we might need to 
do some warming up. How about if we all stand up and create an enormous 
thunderstorm together?   
  I stand up and look around. I am sitting in Theater aan het Vrijthof in 
Maastricht this morning – the hall around me is filled to the brim with 
primary school children. This morning, philharmonie zuidnederland is 
performing the concert Lejo ontdekt het orkest [Lejo Discovers the 
Orchestra]. (Field notes, 31 March 2018)

The education project Lejo ontdekt het orkest was meant for children between the 
age of six and eight, and it revolves around Lejo, a character from Dutch Sesame 
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Street. In the story of the concert, the conductor of the orchestra gets a chance to 
move to New York in the middle of the concert. He decides to take the opportunity, 
and when he leaves, Lejo and the musicians are left on their own to conduct the 
orchestra, something they have never done before. Together with them, the children 
learn about the different instruments in the orchestra and what it means to be a 
conductor of a symphony orchestra. The puppeteer who plays Lejo is the only 
professional actor involved – the rest of the acting is done by the musicians and 
the conductor. The project is one that always stuck with me – partly because I 
vividly remember the joy I felt myself and in the children around me when we 
created a ‘thunderstorm’, and partly because of how conductor Sander Teepen, 
percussionist Frank Nelissen, and the other musicians played their roles with such 
gusto. Another reason it stayed with me is because several interviewees told me 
about this project whenever I inquired about the skills they had learnt in innovative 
projects.  
 When I interviewed percussionist Frank Nelissen, he told me about his role 
in Lejo ontdekt het orkest. In the months leading up to the education project, 
Nelissen was approached by the production leader and the head of the education 
department. They asked him if he would be willing to adopt a bigger role during 
the concert – to make a rain orchestra with the children. A ‘rain orchestra’, he 
explained,

means that, in the story, you tell the children that a thunderstorm is 
coming, and then I teach them how they can make it sound like it rains, 
ever louder, and ultimately, everyone is jumping together. That sounds like 
thunder. The rain orchestra is actually quite a common body percussion 
exercise. But when they asked me, I was like, errr… yes, okay… all right… I 
found that super scary. (Interview Nelissen, 2019)

When he mentioned that he found that request ‘super scary’, I thought of what the 
head of the education department at philharmonie zuidnederland, Adeline van 
Campen, had told me. According to Van Campen, education projects are not always 
smooth sailing for the musicians. She understands well that education projects can 
be difficult for orchestral musicians, because they have to do things, as trained 
professionals, that are unfamiliar, new, unroutinised, and outside of their 
expertise: 

Crying. Seriously. Some of them cry and completely panic: ‘I won’t be able 
to do this’. And then if they try, they really want to do it, but they freeze. 
Our previous education project was about a cat and a mouse, so we asked 
them to play some ‘catlike music’ and move around the stage like a cat. 
Well… ‘I don’t know anything, I can’t do this, I can’t’. (Van Campen, 2019)

However, when I asked the percussionist to explain what exactly he found ‘super 
scary’, he discussed something else:

The thing is, you do not know how those kids will actually react to the 
exercise and to you. You expose yourself completely. Usually, I sit behind 
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my instrument, literally. I am hidden behind it, so the focus is not on me, 
really. And then, when you have to do such an exercise, you are thrown in 
front of them. It is a very different feeling, to be in direct contact with 
them. […] That is something that you do not do very often as a musician, 
and I found that quite difficult. Yes… I found that really difficult actually. 
(Interview Nelissen, 2019)

Similar to what Van Campen talked about, Nelissen described how he had to do 
something that was out of his normal way of working and how that was difficult. 
But his emphasis was not on his own skills or capabilities, but on the contact that 
he had to make with the audience in the concert hall in front of him. The exercise, 
in this context, is ‘super scary’, because a lot depends on it and he is responsible 
for it himself: doing it well means more than producing a good rhythm together; 
it means that he needs to establish contact with the audience members.  
  At first glance, the percussionist’s new task may seem similar to what 
happens in the digital introductions: he steps out of the collective, away from his 
instrument, and becomes visible as an individual. Looking again, however, there 
are crucial differences. The percussionist steps out of the collective during a concert, 
and he is addressing an audience full of children instead of his regular expert 
audience. He needs to be able to ‘think on his feet’ during the concert itself as he 
addresses the audience because each audience can respond in its own way (Schön, 
1983: 68). In Lejo ontdekt het orkest, the skill to address the audience is vital for 
the concert to succeed. If the percussionist does not manage to engage the children 
in a good way, meaning in a way that gets them to join in, that will affect the concert 
as a whole. The rain orchestra exercise challenges what are considered aesthetically 
relevant skills for musicians: getting the attention of the audience can no longer 
be assumed as a given but emerges anew during each concert. Addressing the 
audience, then, is a skill that has to be added to the musicians’ crafts repertoire of 
quality, because otherwise, the education project could not be done well.  
  However, the skills that musicians learn in education projects are not 
compartmentalised and only relevant in the context of innovative projects. The 
head of the education department at philharmonie zuidnederland stresses that the 
musicians who play an education concert one week are the same musicians who 
play a regular concert the next (Interview Van Campen, 2019). As such, the skills 
they learn in addressing an audience also become part of the regular concerts the 
musicians play: 

Our flautist, for example, really expresses that she brings the skills that she 
learns in education projects to the normal concerts she plays. That she 
learned how to address an audience through education projects makes a 
difference in how she sits onstage, how she is aware of the audience, how 
she makes contact with them, how she performs her solos. These are 
essential things, you know? Addressing an audience is at the core of our 
organisation, but we tend to forget. (Interview Van Campen, 2019)

Van Campen notes that, by doing education projects, musicians learn what it means 
to step out of the collective and engage with their audience. Moving back to 
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performing regular concerts, it becomes easier to reflect on how they also attend 
to an audience when they are part of the collective onstage. Innovative projects, 
such as education projects, render visible again that addressing an audience is a 
skill that is always part of the repertoire of quality of orchestral musicians, 
important during each symphonic concert. Innovative projects offer time, space, 
and expertise to further train, develop, and explore what it means to address the 
audience in a good way.  
 Throughout this section, I have, however, ended up with a focus on 
individual practitioners: my analytical focus on skills led to me to moments in 
which musicians had to step out of the collective for a moment. Yet in practice, 
orchestral practices are highly collaborative: many different people work together 
to make concerts happen. In fact, the collaborations in symphonic practice have 
been extensively studied as an exemplary form of complex creative collaboration 
(Faulkner, 1973; Koivunen, 2003; Dobson & Gaunt, 2015; Ponchione, 2016; Clarke 
& Doffman, 2017). In the next and final empirical section of this chapter, I analyse 
how projects in which orchestras innovate audience participation challenge 
orchestras’ collaborative repertoires of quality. What collaborative qualities emerge 
what orchestras do not play for their regular audiences? And what role does the 
audience play in such collaborations?  

5.5 New audiences, new collaborative qualities 

In existing research on collaboration in orchestral practice, scholars have focussed 
on the collaborative expertise that conductors and musicians to examine how the 
collaborations between these practitioners lead to high quality performances 
(Faulkner, 1973; Dobson & Gaunt, 2015; Ponchione, 2016). Dobson and Gaunt, for 
example, conducted extensive empirical research in which they explored which 
musical and social skills are needed from musicians in large symphonic music 
ensembles (2015). They show how orchestral practices ‘rely on collaborative and 
communicative skills, many of which are tacit and embodied’ (27). The authors 
argue that even the technical skills, such as instrumental skills or sight-reading, 
are always accompanied by collaborative skills: good orchestral musicians can be 
characterised by their ability to always play and attend to what is happening around 
them, responding to what everybody else does (31). The authors argue that the 
extent to which their empirical findings amplify the importance of cooperation 
and communication in orchestral practice was unexpected, and that this requires 
more research (37).   
  Just like other studies on collaboration in orchestral practice, Dobson and 
Gaunt focus on regular orchestral work, the rehearsals between musicians and 
conductor that are meant to end up in a performance that adheres to the existing 
aesthetic framework. As a consequence, such research examines only those 
collaborations that relate most directly to the ‘music itself’. What is not brought 
into view is how musicians may, for example, also collaborate with other members 
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of the orchestral staff or with the audience. In projects in which orchestras innovate 
audience participation, both of these do come into view. In such projects, orchestral 
musicians often have to collaborate with practitioners from other artistic disciplines 
– from theatre to visual arts. And audience members are often granted new roles. 
What consequences do these things have? In this final empirical section, I analyse 
how collaborative qualities emerge in projects that innovate audience participation. 
In doing so, I explore how such projects might expand on the existing collaborative 
repertoire of quality.  

From new collaborators to the audience as a gauge  
When I started observing the practice of the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra 
in the fall of 2018, one of the projects that challenged the ways in which the 
orchestra was used to collaborate was the Arabic Symphonic Night. In this project, 
the orchestra sought to create a new type of concert for and together with the Arab 
community in Rotterdam. Martin Baai, former percussionist and now ‘innovator’, 
who was coordinating the project, told me about its complexity (Interview Baai, 
2018). In the project, the orchestra aimed to invite a new audience to come to a 
concert in De Doelen, but it decided to do so by creating a concert in which 
symphonic music was combined with the music of this community: vocal music 
from Arabic origin.81 This first of all required various orchestral practitioners to 
collaborate with new people. Baai explained:

Our artistic programmers are used to building on their own expertise when 
they invite soloists or conductors for a new project, but for this concert, 
that was difficult. They had to collaborate with an organisation that had 
knowledge of Arabic music to find the right people. (Interview Baai, 2018)

The artistic team had to collaborate with new partners to programme the concerts. 
But that was not all: the people that were subsequently brought in, a soloist and 
instrumentalists, had to work with the orchestral musicians afterwards. ‘No one 
considered until that point how the orchestral musicians would play together with 
these new people and what it would mean for them to play unfamiliar music’ 
(Interview Baai, 2018). Like the artistic programmers, the orchestral musicians 
also had to work with people with different expertise and ways of working. No one 
involved was familiar with the particular type of crossover project they were 
playing, so that required ‘trust between the various practitioners’ (Interview Baai, 
2018; also see Interview Don, 2018). Trust has been argued to be an important 
mechanism for cooperation in symphonic practice and has been described as a 
necessary element for embracing uncertainty (Khodyakov, 2007: 3–4). However, 
in Khodyakov’s study, what is analysed is the role of trust in collaborations among 

81 For an impression of the Arabic Symphonic Night, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WIgKgtiQ8Zo This 
project fits within the larger quest of classical music institutions to reach a more diverse audience and to become 
more culturally inclusive. As it is not the focus of this dissertation, I do not discuss this complex issue further but 
important research is being conducted on the issue of the predominantly white middle-class audience of classical 
music, for example by ethnographer Anna Bull (Bull, 2019). 



178

orchestral practitioners – practitioners who share the same aesthetic framework. 
In projects that innovate audience participation, new collaborators often join the 
process.   
  In education projects, such collaborations with new partners are common: 
orchestras, for instance, collaborate with actors, dancers, illustrators, and 
puppeteers. These new collaborators are ‘required to collaborate on a very high 
level to be able to create a good education concert’ (Interview Baai, 2018). What 
can be difficult about collaborating with practitioners from different disciplines, 
however, is that they have different ways of working. Violinist Eefje Habraken 
reflects on the collaborations with actors she experienced in education projects:

In the theatre world, rehearsal processes generally take much longer, and 
during these rehearsals, new things are still being made up and tried out. 
With us, in the orchestra, this is different: we study at home, and when we 
come to the rehearsal, we are able to play it, and the conductor brings it all 
together in two or three rehearsals, and then we are ready to go. (Interview 
Habraken, 2019)

The actors that Habraken worked with required much more time to rehearse. But 
the main difference between the ways of working of actors and of Habraken as 
orchestral musician might not be this difference in time. Instead, what becomes 
clear is that, in accordance with the existing aesthetic framework, the violinist sees 
the concert as a product that has to be prepared before the concert and then 
performed before an audience that joins then and there.82 The particular 
understanding of aesthetic quality thus informs what she considers a good type of 
collaboration.   
  One of the actors she worked with, Emile Zeldenrust, also described his 
rehearsal process, but in a very different way: 

It is quite difficult for me as actor that we have hardly any rehearsals in the 
actual surroundings of the concert – so with the whole orchestra there, on 
the big stage – when I play with a symphony orchestra. Perhaps for an 
orchestral musician that is less important; they are part of this collective 
after all. I can imagine that, for them, it is more like, they know what to 
play and when and that is it. But as an actor, I have to relate to the 
unpredictable hall full of children. (Interview Zeldenrust, 2019)

Whereas the violinist sees the concert as the final result of the education project, 
the actor perceives the same concert as a moment in which he needs to attend to 
what emerges between him and the audience. For Zeldenrust, the education concert 
is co-shaped by the experience of the audience. Therefore, the concert can no longer 
be seen as a final and fixed product that is presented to an audience that will 
evaluate it afterwards. Rather, the concert also takes shape at the moment of 

82 I observed the tendency of musicians to focus on the concert as the final aim, or product, that needs to be 
prepared by them in several interviews as well as in the informal talks I had during fieldwork (for example see 
the moment that I opened this chapter with, or Interview Niese, 2019; Interview Nelissen, 2019).



179

performance. It emerges in the specific situation.  
  In the case of innovative projects that invite a new audience into the concert 
hall, such as education projects or the Arabic Symphonic Night, what it means to 
perform well cannot be fully decided before. According to Martin Baai: 

As long as we play a regular concert of symphonic repertoire here in the 
concert hall, we are quite capable of assessing quality ourselves. We know 
when we are doing it right and when we are not. But once we make 
something for another audience, the Arab community for example, it is no 
longer so easy to tell whether we have done it right. Discussions emerge, 
and people question when it is good, but no one can answer that question 
except for the audience. We are creating something new for them. That is 
terrifying, because it feels as if we hand over to them. But I think that this 
is crucial to do, that we need to work towards a practice in which we can 
adjust the quality standards to those sitting in the audience. (Interview 
Baai, 2018)

Thus, in projects that innovate audience participation, orchestras have to work 
towards an unknown aim in terms of aesthetic quality: the experience of the new 
audience during the concert becomes an important gauge for when a concert is 
good. Rather than teaching the audience about existing quality standards (as we 
have seen in Chapter 4), and being able to safely assumed who the audience is, 
orchestras have to develop a sensitivity towards the ideas about quality that the 
audience has, towards what the audience values. The audience’s experience 
becomes a new gauge for a what a good performance is or might be. The audience 
becomes a collaborator that should be attended to throughout the process: a 
collaborator that can be allowed to co-shape what emerges as aesthetically desirable. 
Indeed, innovative projects ask orchestral practitioners to ‘dare […] to perceive 
their values, norms and ideas as contingent and provisional, and to search for and 
develop new (or adapt existing) ones in relation to new situations’ (Krabbenborg, 
2013: 173). But what kind of qualities are required of orchestral practitioners to 
let go of working towards a known end result together? What does it take to 
understand the audience as a gauge? To examine these questions, I return to the 
education project the Orchestra Laboratory of the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
Orchestra that I first introduced in the previous chapter.  

The practical work of imagining and anticipating the audience’s experience  
Throughout the rehearsals for the Orchestra Laboratory with the actors, the 
director, the composer, the head of education, and the children, those who would 
make up the future audience were never far away:

‘We really have to anticipate where the loud moments of joy will be’, says 
composer Than who is sitting next to me. The actors have started 
rehearsing the moment in the Orchestra Laboratory concert where actor 
Emile, as Professor Freek, speaks directly to one of the children in the front 
row of De Doelen. Today, however, we are still in one of the small meeting 
rooms with an improvised decor. This is one of the moments the actors 
make explicit contact with the audience, now still an imagined one. I 
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started to notice over the past couple of days that the audience returns a lot 
during these rehearsals. Sometimes, because the actors are literally 
performing towards them as is the case now, but also, more indirectly, the 
team is considering how the audience might react. What could happen? 
What do we expect? How would we relate to these reactions? All questions 
that are openly considered and discussed during and in between rehearsals. 
(Field notes, 8 April 2019)  

During the rehearsals, the audience members were repeatedly imagined and 
anticipated, and the different practitioners made an effort to imagine versions of 
what their reaction could be during particular moments of the concert. Neither 
the director nor the actors of the education staff knew what the audience would 
do or how and when they would react, but based on their combined experience in 
creating education projects, they tried to imagine what might happen and when. 
The rehearsals were like materialised and practical versions of Dewey’s reflective 
‘dramatic rehearsals’ (1922). Dramatic rehearsals, as I discussed in the introduction 
to this chapter, are moments of reflexive inquiry through which people experiment 
with ‘making various combinations of selected elements of habits and impulses, 
to see what the resultant action would be like if it were entered upon’ (1922: 190). 
Here, in these rehearsals, the different practitioners in the situation imagine how 
they could act during the concerts and what might emerge in the relatively unknown 
situation of the concert. Other than it might seem at first, they are not wondering 
how the audience would react with the aim of pinning those reactions down or 
with the expectation to then fully know what to expect. Instead, like we saw in the 
case of Pynarello in Chapter 4, they are preparing themselves for the variety of 
scenarios that could potentially emerge:

During these rehearsals, you learn that the children will stand up now and 
sit down again then, we have to slow down here, the orchestra will play 
right after this moment, and the bass clarinettist sits here. You rehearse all 
of these things so that during the concert, you will not need to think about 
your lines, your position onstage, your movements, how you say things, 
because then you have to be completely open to all things that can happen 
in the moment. During the concert itself, you need to have antennae. 
(Interview Zeldenrust, 2019)

As an actor, Emile Zeldenrust describes that he is used to preparing everything he 
has to do in detail to be able to attend to what emerges during the performance 
itself. These detailed preparations enable him to have what he calls ‘antennae’ in 
the moment. Remarkably, Dobson and Gaunt describe how orchestral musicians 
underline the importance of their ‘antennae’ or ‘radar’ towards what happens 
around them; these antennae are one of the core skills that are needed for a good 
orchestral musician in regular practice too (2015: 30–31). However, in their study, 
these antennae are only attuned to what the other musicians and conductor are 
doing. Zeldenrust, on the contrary, describes how his antennae are particularly 
necessary to attend to the audience in the concert hall and how they are experiencing 
the story told onstage. What is necessary, according to the actor, is a sort of 
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diligently prepared openness to be able to take into account the experience of the 
audience.   
 Zeldenrust’s preparations are not done individually, but with orchestra – 
from musicians to the education department. As the practitioners prepare an 
openness towards the audience, they are challenged to articulate expectations and 
their imagining of the audience, and this does not come naturally for the involved 
orchestral musicians:

Martin feels like a complete novice, he says. He has done a lot of education 
projects, but never one where he has to act this much. ‘I have never 
experienced rehearsals like the ones we are doing this week’, he says, ‘It 
feels like I am a first-year student again, and I have no idea what I am 
working towards. I do not know what is good’. The group present here 
today is looking for ways to tune into the concert they are rehearsing, the 
situation in which the concert will take place, and to each other. (Field 
notes, 3 April 2019)

The practitioners involved voice their insecurities and then continue to try again. 
In doing so, they explicitly address the differences in knowledge and skills between 
them. The people involved carefully make an effort to align these differences with 
each other in such a way that it benefits this concert. Later during their rehearsal, 
the actors and director help Martin to address the audience in a way that will work 
in this specific context. They help him to deliver a line and invite him to think about 
what reactions the children in the audience could have (Field notes, 3 April 2019). 
In turn, the musicians involved ask the actors if they can imagine the stage well 
enough, and if not, they help them to visualise (Field notes, 8 April 2019). They do 
not do that for the sake of explaining, but because it is necessary for this specific 
concert that the actors develop an awareness of where the different orchestral 
musicians will be sitting. The rehearsals may take much longer than symphony 
orchestras are used to, but this time affords the space to attend to each other’s 
ways of working with care and to learn from each other where necessary. The 
collaborative repertoire of quality is expanded with empathic skills (cf. Sennett, 
2012): listening to other experts (actors, but also new audiences), learning from 
them, and seeing how their perspective differs become important qualities that 
are part of the work that is necessary to end up with a good concert when audience 
participation is being innovated.  
 All in all, projects that innovate audience participation challenge 
collaborative repertoires of quality in two ways. First, in such projects, various 
types of practitioners enter orchestral practice: in the cases discussed here, for 
instance, Arabic musicians, actors, and directors. Orchestral practitioners need to 
learn how to work together with practitioners that are used to working in very 
different ways than they are: rehearsal processes might last longer, and ideas about 
what a good concert is might have to be re-evaluated. Second, a crucial difference 
is that, when the audience can no longer be assumed to be the regular expert 
audience, it is rendered visible again that the audience is also a collaborator in 
orchestral projects. In innovative projects, practitioners have to engage in reflective 
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inquiry in practice and make an effort to imagine the different ways in which the 
future audience might experience and react to what they perform. It is no longer 
possible to base the expectations of the audience on the old – on what the 
practitioners are used to from earlier concerts. Instead, it becomes important for 
orchestral practitioners to rehearse a prepared openness towards the audience that 
will sit in the concert hall. Somewhat like the openness we saw in Pynarello’s 
practice in chapter 4, this openness is not vague and unspecific, but a collaborative 
skill: practitioners need to learn and work together to explore what specific 
situation might emerge during the concerts they are preparing.  

5.6 Conclusions 

In the beginning of this chapter, I discussed that, in symphonic practice, regulated 
by the work-concept, aesthetic quality is often assumed to be a given: known and 
worked towards by expert practitioners. Lydia Goehr has argued that the problem 
with this understanding of quality is that it installs a fixed and static focus on the 
end result, the aesthetically good concert as predestined outcome, and renders 
invisible the process of crafting a good performance and the alternatives possible 
(2007: xxxvii; Sennett, 2008). In Chapter 4, it became clear that when orchestras 
are organising projects in which audience participation is being innovated, the 
tendency to assume aesthetic quality as a given leads to difficulties: orchestras 
struggle to challenge their own fixed ideas of what a good concert is and what 
aesthetic work entails. Yet I found that projects in which audience participation is 
being innovated ask orchestras to reflect on what emerges as aesthetically relevant 
anew and to unassume their own existing aesthetic framework. To understand 
how and where such reflections on quality happen in practice, in this chapter I set 
out to analyse how orchestral musicians, staff members, and other practitioners 
are figuring out how to do the innovation of audience participation well and how 
(new) aesthetic qualities emerge in the process.   
  Building on pragmatist philosophy, I did not assume aesthetic quality to 
be given, but agnostically traced and articulated how and where it emerged in 
practice. I looked for moments in which practitioners engaged in reflective inquiry 
– moments in everyday practice that they address what emerges as quality (Dewey 
1922). This addressing did not necessarily have to be verbal, as Donald Schön’s 
reflective practitioner demonstrates; it can be an embodied, materially situated 
type of addressing (1983). Methodologically, this approach required me to look for 
moments that were open-ended and unfamiliar, moments when practitioners were 
figuring out how to do a situation well. In line with Dewey’s dramatic rehearsal, 
this was therefore not a chapter about groundbreaking innovations, but about 
moments of tinkering, renegotiating, and expanding existing ideas about aesthetic 
quality (1922: 190–191). To analyse such moments, I decided to analyse how 
orchestral practitioners draw on what I called ‘repertoires of quality’ in their 
everyday practices. Throughout this chapter I analysed three different ways in 
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which quality is usually addressed in orchestral practice, one focussed on aesthetics, 
one of skills, and one on collaborative qualities, and to explore how (new) qualities 
may emerge when orchestras innovate audience participation.   
  Before moving to the innovation of audience participation, I first empirically 
explicated that, even when working towards traditional symphonic concerts, 
aesthetic quality is not a given. In the amateur practice of the NSO, I traced the 
work, tinkering, skills, and types of collaboration that were needed for aesthetic 
quality to emerge in practice. Analysing the work of this amateur orchestra, I 
articulated how the aesthetic repertoire of quality consists of a complex whole of 
norms, skills, and qualities that have to be actualised in and through practice, but 
that these processes tend to remain invisible. Even though the existing aesthetic 
framework was not altered or expanded in the practice of the NSO, the practitioners 
had to engage in heterogeneous practical, material, and collaborative work to be 
able to perform the music well. The case of the NSO allowed me to show that also 
the existing aesthetic framework is not static or given, not transcendental, but 
emerges in specific ways. Aesthetic quality, also in the traditional sense, is emergent 
in and through practice. Afterwards, I set out to analyse how projects that innovate 
audience participation might expand orchestral repertoires of quality and the 
existing understanding of what quality is in the first place. To do so, I focussed on 
how innovative projects meddled or tinkered with the skills and collaborative 
qualities in orchestral repertoires of quality.   
  On a practical level, innovating audience participation asks orchestral 
practitioners to learn and add new skills and qualities to their existing repertoires 
of quality.  First, I examined how innovative projects in the practices of the 
Rotterdam Philharmonic and philharmonie zuidnederland challenged what crafts 
skills were necessary for musicians. I found that projects in which orchestras 
innovate audience participation call for an expansion of the idea of what a good 
musician should be able to do: they have to learn new skills such as presenting and 
acting as well as addressing an audience. These practical skills are not merely in 
service of their regular musical-technical skills: addressing the audience is a skill 
crucial for the quality of the concert, for it to work well. The musicians’ abilities 
to address the audience thus aesthetically matter in innovative projects. Afterwards, 
I showed how innovating audience participation also caused changes in the 
orchestras’ collaborative qualities, the skilful, creative ways in which orchestral 
practitioners collaborate. In the innovative projects I analysed, orchestras 
collaborate with new partners who often have different backgrounds and skills – be 
it culturally different or artistically different. The orchestral practitioners work to 
develop an empathic understanding towards the others involved and learn to 
collaborate in new ways. Innovative projects, thus, require orchestral practitioners 
to add concrete new competences, sensibilities, and skills to their repertoires of 
quality that allow them to address new audiences and to work with practitioners 
from different backgrounds. These new skills are an addition to their existing 
repertoire of quality, but at the same time interfere with it: when a musician learns 
to address an audience in an education project, this also affects how she performs 
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symphonic music during other concerts.   
 Moreover, what all of the situations I analysed had in common was that 
they included moments in which the audience and its role could no longer be 
assumed to be known – not only by me analysing these situations, but also by the 
orchestra itself. At the moments in which orchestras either engaged with an 
unfamiliar audience or gave their audience an unfamiliar role, the aesthetic 
relevance of the audience is at stake, open to question: it emerges anew as a 
complex matter that orchestral practitioners actively engage with. The role of the 
audience cannot be assumed anymore, it instead becomes a gauge for what a ‘good’ 
performance is. Not in the sense that the audience is the critical assessor of the 
concert, but in the sense that the audience needs to be on board during the concerts 
and that their participation is not external to the concert’s quality, but a defining 
part of it. Relating this to the ontological understanding of music as work-to-be-
done that I discussed in Chapter 2, my empirical analysis shows how the innovative 
projects bear an inherent normative force: the various practitioners continuously 
feel a responsibility for the quality of the performances they are preparing, but 
this quality is no longer only associated with the ‘music itself’ but more broadly 
with how the music emerges in the specific situation of the concert (Hennion, 
2017b; 2019; De Vries, 2016: 173). And this situation is co-formed by the audience 
– both imagined during the preparatory process and present during the actual 
concerts. Instead of working towards a given standard that can be reassured 
through technical expertise, this means that orchestras also start to acknowledge 
qualities such as attentiveness, openness, and communication with the audience 
as aesthetic qualities – necessary for the quality of the concert. Doing innovative 
projects ‘well’, I conclude, requires orchestral practitioners to denaturalise existing 
ideas of what is aesthetic work and what is not.   
  Ultimately, this chapter was not so much about finding new qualities, even 
if I did come across some along the way. Instead, I found how the innovation of 
audience participation opens up space for reflection-in-action again in orchestral 
practice: practitioners’ routinised expertise is no longer sufficient to bring projects 
to a good end, simply because it is not clear from the outset what a ‘good end’ is. 
Innovation of audience participation requires orchestras to unassume their existing 
aesthetic framework, to dare to be in the moment, and to practise a prepared 
openness to what might emerge. 
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Interlude V: Experiencing participation
On how to attend to the personal experiences of 
participating in symphonic music as ethnographer

It is late at night and I am sitting on the couch reading a book on my iPad. I know 
I should stop staring at the screen, my eyes hurt. But what I am reading grabs me 
and it is not letting go. The book that surprised me is The Participant: Participation 
in Four Stories by anthropologist Christopher Kelty. I had expected yet another 
overview. A history of participation. But this book is different; it is odd, erratic. 
Kelty is arguing for the importance of the experience of participation. He writes 
that literature on participation tends to be dull and boring, because it lacks stories 
about what it feels like when participation happens. Such stories, Kelty thinks, are 
an underappreciated part of participation: 

participate is to live stories, and stories are not fabrications but orienting 
ethical representations. Stories display, juxtapose, figure, guide, and enliven 
in ways that philosophical concepts or abstract procedures cannot. Stories 
are too often dismissed as ‘illustration’ or ‘evocation’. (2019: 3–4) 

I reminisce about what it felt like for me to participate in symphonic concerts. One 
story instantly comes to mind. Let me tell it to you.  

The first time in my life I heard a symphony orchestra play in real-life I was 
fourteen years old. As a member of my high school’s theatre club, I attended a 
matinee performance of the Jules Massenet’s opera Cendrillon (Cinderella) by Opera 
Zuid. Without really realising it then, I heard the Limburgs Symfonie Orkest 
play.  

It was a Sunday afternoon and we all gathered in front of the Theater aan het 
Vrijthof, the theatre in the city centre of Maastricht. About seven of us, all dressed 
up. We were prepared via email by our teacher: put on your nicest clothes. I was 
wearing a red dress, and shoes I had borrowed from my mum. At the entrance of 
the theatre, we were waiting for the artistic director of the opera company. She 
welcomed us and gave us an introduction to the opera we were about to hear. How 
it felt, I recall clearly.  

I felt puzzled by the fact that the director told us the whole plot of what we were 
about to experience. Apparently, spoilers are not a bad thing in opera. During the 
performance, I remember feeling overwhelmed: the music was so ‘big’ – there was 
so much of it. But most of all, I remember what it felt like to be part of this audience. 
Sitting in the middle of the theatre that I, by now, know so well. Part of this 
distinguished collective of grey-haired people that welcomed us in their midst. 
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Feeling part of this special and fancy whole.  

What I remember too was the review that was published in the newspaper the next 
day. I have no recollection of what the reviewer thought of the opera, but he 
commented on us. He made clear we had not belonged, from his perspective, 
regardless of our own experience. He commented on how we were too dressed up 
and how we had coughed too loudly. How that felt, I recall clearly.  

The memory to me is, just like Kelty writes, ‘immediate, affective, emotional’ (2019: 
18), but I am not the only one who carries and builds on experiences of participating 
like this one. I have been seeing hints of such stories of what it felt like to participate 
all around me in the fieldwork I conducted, the conversations I had:  

A musician who imagines his children and their reactions when he sits in the 
concert hall with them as he rehearses. A marketeer who doubts her own expertise, 
having spent many evenings in foyers surrounded by others who she felt were 
more knowledgeable than she was. A student musician who, with glistening eyes, 
tells me about her memories of the Concertgebouw.  

All of these stories have always been there, but I did not recognise them as such 
an important element of participation during my fieldwork.   

In my research, I learnt that imagined audiences are ‘personas’ distilled from 
audience research, consumers who bought a ticket, parts of production plans and 
maps of the concert hall, young participants whose reactions should be anticipated 
and rehearsed, or ambassadors who support a crowdfunding campaign. But they 
are also co-shaped by all of these experiences of participating.   

In between the lines of interviews, in the chats in hallways or after concerts I learnt 
about the stories that others carried with them, how they, like me, lived stories. 
Kelty’s book invites researchers like myself to explore what it takes to not see stories 
of what it feels like to experience participating as illustrations, but as the core of 
what participation is all about. To take seriously that participation begins and ends 
in experience.  

I think Kelty’s request is important for the symphonic music world too. What would 
happen if orchestral practitioners were to collect a multitude of (their own and 
other people’s) stories of what it felt like to participate? Not to evaluate them, nor 
to identify problems, but as materials to work with.83 Materials to rehearse an 
awareness of what it might feel like to participate in symphonic music. 

83 In the broader Artful Participation project, the concert-experiment The People’s Salon explored precisely this 
question: in it, we collected the personal memories and stories of friends of philharmonie zuidnederland. On 
the basis of their personal stories, a group of friends programmed a concert. See https://artfulparticipation.nl/
experiments/the-peoples-salon/ 
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6.1 The innovation of participation as aesthetic work 

This dissertation has examined the innovation of audience participation in 
symphonic music. I have observed, unravelled, and analysed how Dutch symphony 
orchestras have been innovating audience participation in their everyday practices 
and how norms and values are challenged as well as emergent in the process.   
  I analysed how, around the millennial turn, orchestras started to experiment 
with audience participation in new ways in response to the narratives of crisis that 
had gained a prominent role in political discussions around that time – narratives 
with a newly found emphasis on the importance of broadening, diversifying, and 
engaging audiences. In these – ongoing – discussions, the role of the symphony 
orchestra in the twenty-first century is questioned and problematised by politicians 
and policymakers: it is stressed that symphonic music audiences are ageing and 
declining and that, to remain relevant in contemporary society, orchestras should 
relate to more (diverse) people (Raad voor Cultuur, 2014; Gembris & Menze, 2020). 
The ways in which audience members traditionally participate in symphonic 
concerts, as silent and attentive listeners, is argued to be part of the problem in 
these debates. This narrative of crisis became increasingly salient and, in the 
Netherlands, as in several other European countries, it informed government 
policy. Increasingly, subsidies came with the condition that orchestras were to 
actively relate to their audiences in new ways, most notably by innovating the role 
of the audience during their concerts. As symphony orchestras are subsidised by 
the government in the Netherlands, this has been affecting their everyday practices. 
Responding to such discussions and the concrete conditions of the government, 
orchestras have been innovating audience participation to make their concerts 
meet the demands of the subsidiser. However, when organising innovative concerts, 
symphony orchestras not only relate to the problem definitions that are put 
forwards in cultural-political discourse; they also relate to their own norms and 
quality standards. When organising concerts in which the role of their audience is 
different from conventional practices, orchestras have to balance a reconsideration 
of their societal relevance with safeguarding the aesthetic quality of their 
performances of symphonic music.   

6

Conclusions
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 In much of the literature and research in cultural and art theoretical 
contexts, the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music is understood 
in a dichotomous manner. In Chapter 1, I showed how some scholars argue that 
the innovation of audience participation is an opportunity for orchestras to develop 
themselves and become societally relevant in new ways, whereas others fear a 
neoliberalist instrumentalisation of orchestras and argue that the innovation of 
audience participation might undermine the aesthetic quality of symphonic 
concerts. What good symphonic practice is, what audience participation entails in 
this practice, and what kind of participation is desirable, are often assumed a priori, 
and these assumptions are not explicitly addressed or questioned. The innovation 
of audience participation is evaluated with reference to either aesthetic or to 
societal norms and values. A view of the innovation of audience participation arises 
in which it is assumed as separate from aesthetic quality: the aesthetic and the 
societal are imagined as two different domains. Both perspectives, however, neglect 
that orchestras are doing both: they are concerned with innovating the role of their 
audience as well as with providing aesthetic quality. Throughout this dissertation, 
I empirically analysed the practical work that symphony orchestras do in their 
everyday practices to organise concerts in which the role of the audience is changed 
to develop an understanding of how aesthetic and societal norms and values are 
intertwined, challenged, and emergent in these projects.  
  My empirical focus on the practice of innovating audience participation is 
a necessary addition to current academic literature that examines the relations 
between contemporary symphony orchestras and their audiences, because it 
enabled me to show how aesthetic quality and the innovation of participation are 
not mutually exclusive – in fact, they are deeply entangled in practice. As I 
empirically showed, ‘participation’ runs through all of the activities of a symphony 
orchestra. While at first glance, it would appear that the audience enters orchestral 
practice quite late – when all the work has been done, the concert programmed, 
rehearsed, and prepared – projects in which audience participation is being 
innovated render visible that the audience is in fact present throughout the entire 
process: the audience is imagined, expected, materially planned for. Thus, projects 
that innovate audience participation do not only mean new tasks, for instance, for 
marketing departments, but affect the entire organisation. The main conclusion 
that I draw and that I will expand on in this concluding chapter, is that participation, 
and the deliberate innovation thereof, is not only practical work that contemporary 
orchestras do, it is part of the aesthetic work of orchestras. Whenever audience 
participation is changed, this leads to unfamiliar situations throughout the entire 
process of organising, performing, and experiencing symphonic music – these 
situations expand on the ways in which symphonic music exists. Following Antoine 
Hennion and my empirical findings, I conclude that the innovation of audience 
participation is an inherent part of symphonic music as work-to-be-done (2017b; 
2019).  
  Before I further explain this conclusion, I will explicate how I arrived at it 
by summarising and reflecting on the findings of the previous chapters. Afterwards, 
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I return to my main research question and look at what my answers imply for 
symphonic music as art. Finally, I share reflections on what it would imply for 
symphonic music practices and for researchers of such practices if they would 
approach and conceptualise audience participation as work-to-be-done.  

6.2 Problematising, doing, and (e)valuating participation 

Before examining how orchestras are changing the role of the audience, in Chapter 
2, I started with an exploration of the way in which audience members traditionally 
participate in symphonic concerts, as attentive listeners, to analyse what kind of 
convention this is, and what is at stake when orchestras deviate from it. Reviewing 
studies that historically analysed attentive listening as a convention in symphonic 
practice, I showed how attentive listening in silence became the common way of 
participating in symphonic concerts from 1800 onwards (Bonds, 2006; Cressman, 
2016). With the rise of idealist aesthetics around that time, a particular conception 
of music as art emerged: music as autonomous ‘works’ of art (Goehr, 2007). The 
work-concept became a regulative concept in classical music practices: classical 
music compositions came to be viewed as works of art that demanded to be 
performed under the ideal of Werktreue. To this day, this ideal co-shapes how 
classical music practices are organised: with composers who notate musical works 
in a score, musicians who have to be technical experts to perform the musical 
works, and audience members who listen attentively to these musical works in 
silence. In a practice regulated by the work-concept, attentive listening became a 
way in which audience members could participate in symphonic concerts in an 
aesthetically relevant way: by listening closely in silence, they could engage with 
the inherent meaning of the musical works performed. Attentive listening is thus 
intertwined with how the symphonic concert is understood to be an aesthetic event. 
Changing the role of the audience during symphonic concerts is not merely a social 
and practical intervention, it is an aesthetic one too. This suggests that, when 
studying the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music, one has to 
take into account material, social, and aesthetic norms and conventions and 
examine their interconnections.   
 After I had developed a better understanding of what the convention of 
attentive listening entails in symphonic practice and what its historical origins are, 
I shifted my attention back to contemporary symphony orchestras and their 
audiences. How have their relations been studied in a period in which orchestras 
are increasingly expected to innovate the role of their audiences? I analysed how 
scholars in the fields of musicology and audience studies have researched symphony 
orchestras and their audiences. What I found was that each of these two fields have 
a remarkably different focus. In traditional musicology, scholars focus on the ‘music 
itself’ by examining the score, the composer, and idealised performances of the 
‘music itself’. Recently, empirical musicologists have problematised how their 
discipline has unreflexively adopted the particular conception of classical music 
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that emerged from idealist aesthetics. As a result, social practice is not often 
examined within the scope of traditional musicology (Born, 2010; Cook, 2013). 
Audience studies, on the contrary, empirically focus on the social practices of 
symphonic music. Scholars in the multidisciplinary field analyse individual 
experiences that audience members have of symphonic concerts and articulate the 
problems that they come across (Dobson, 2010a; Barker, 2005). The social rituals 
and experiences of audience members are at the centre of analysis, but this focus 
leads to a separation of these experiences from the aesthetic dimensions of the 
concerts. Although the focus of musicology and audience studies research differs 
vastly, both of them build on a similar understanding of symphonic practice: there 
is the musical work itself (the musical text, compositions, idealised performances) 
and the social context around it (including the audience’s experiences and 
participation). In both fields, this distinction between the work itself and its social 
context inform what is focussed on in research. As a consequence, there is little 
room left to study what emerges in and through innovative musical practice (Born, 
2010).   
 To study the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music 
without a priori defining it, I theoretically and methodologically built on pragmatist 
work from recent music sociology and research on innovative practices in STS. 
Theoretically, music sociologist Antoine Hennion argues that the dominant aesthetic 
conception of symphonic music should be challenged in order to move away from 
either understanding music as autonomous artworks or as social practice (2016b; 
2019). Building on the work of philosopher Étienne Souriau, Hennion proposes an 
ontological shift from musical work to music as ‘work-to-be-done’ (2008; 2017b’ 
2019; also see Latour, 2013). This conceptualisation of music is pluralist and 
process-oriented: it moves away from the idea of creation, and instead proposes 
the notion of ‘instauration’ which understands the process of bringing art into 
existence as reciprocal and iterative on the one hand, and risky on the other because 
it is striving for quality without having a pre-existing and fixed model for that 
(Hennion, 2017b; Latour, 2013). Throughout this dissertation, I joined this 
ontological exploration in an empirical manner to examine how the pragmatist 
conception of the work-to-be-done may offer a way to approach symphonic music 
practices without adopting the existing aesthetic framework a priori. To do so, and 
building on STS and music sociology’s mediation theory, I understood audience 
participation and the innovation thereof as continuously in the making and 
emergent: a perspective that challenges the assumption that participation is a 
pregiven demand or clear-cut procedure and brings into view the practical, 
heterogeneous work that participation consists of (Lezaun et al., 2017; Born & 
Barry, 2018; Priori, 2011). Methodologically, this implied that I did not assume 
what the innovation of audience participation entails or is, but that I empirically 
examined how it was problematised, done, and (e)valuated in practice. Inspired 
by pragmatist ethics, I did not presume (aesthetic) norms and values as given and 
static, but agnostically observed and articulated how they emerged, whether or 
not in new ways, in the ongoing activities of symphony orchestras. However, the 
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theoretical and methodological approach I developed, implied that I also should be 
careful not to take for granted the meaning of the notion of ‘participation’ itself, 
for instance, by adopting a definition from academic literature. Therefore, my 
empirical investigations started in a context in which ‘participation’ in symphonic 
music has been repeatedly defined and problematised: cultural policy discourse. 

Problematising participation  
In Chapter 3, I examined how Dutch cultural policy discourse produces definitions 
and problem definitions of the notion of ‘participation’ and how these inform the 
ways in which the relations between symphony orchestras and their audiences are 
seen. Following Maarten Hajer’s approach to discourse analysis, I traced what 
different storylines are constructed about and around ‘participation’ by analysing 
the publications of the Dutch Ministry of Education, Science and Culture and the 
advisory Raad voor Cultuur (1993; 1995; 2006). Since 1999, the notion of 
‘participation’ has acquired a range of definitions and has played a central role in 
the advices to the government by the Raad voor Cultuur and the ministry’s white 
papers on its policies. Following the Thorbecke adage that historically underlies 
Dutch cultural policy, and which states that the government should not be a judge 
of the arts, the Dutch government has sought ways to evaluate cultural institutions 
and develop a cultural policy while remaining neutral with regards to aesthetic 
quality – while protecting the sector’s autonomy. Nevertheless, since the Dutch 
government started to financially support cultural institutions in the beginning of 
the twentieth century, it had to make choices about which practices to support and 
why. To legitimate its decisions without judging aesthetic ‘content’, the attention 
for the societal value of the arts grew. After all, the government is entitled to asses 
that type of value, and does so because it concerns public money. As a result, Dutch 
cultural policy is continuously trying to find a balance between the sides of what 
I have coined as the concept Thorbecke triangle: the autonomy of the cultural sector, 
its societal value, and the position of the government vis-à-vis the cultural 
institutions it subsidises (Pots, 2010; Van den Berg, 2012). The notion of 
‘participation’ turned out to be at the heart of this ongoing balancing work.  
 Both the ministry and the council use the term ‘participation’ to develop 
narratives about the relationship between cultural institutions, such as symphony 
orchestras, and their audiences. Participation is defined as the contributions of 
amateurs, a confrontation between performers and audience members through 
which the meaning of art emerges, an ingredient of interdisciplinary collaborations, 
and as an inherent part of any aesthetic process. The notion participation, I 
conclude, is used to both articulate and problematise relations between cultural 
institutions and their audiences and to frame the role of the government in finding 
solutions to these problems. As such, it functions as a ‘tool’ in cultural policy 
discourse that helps to formulate problem definitions in a concise manner and to 
provide directions for how these could potentially be solved. Participation, thus, is 
not a neutral term, but a normatively charged notion that is used in different ways 
in the discourse over the past twenty years: it supports various storylines and leads 
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to different problem definitions (Gomart & Hajer, 2003). Analysing how it has been 
defined taught me not only about the definitions of the term but also about the 
normative convictions of policymakers and what they deemed desirable relations 
between orchestras and their audiences.   
  The notion of participation initially seems to be the ideal term for the 
government to guarantee its neutral position with regard to aesthetic quality. 
However, participation did not just unproblematically help the government to 
justify its policies. The term also caused difficulties and raised questions. Both the 
advisory Raad voor Cultuur and the ministry use the term to find temporary 
balances between the three sides of the Thorbecke triangle, but they struggle to 
challenge the triangle’s presumption that the arts have an aesthetic core that can 
be distinguished and should be protected. Nevertheless, as cultural institutions 
such as symphony orchestras increasingly began to develop projects that innovate 
audience participation, the council and the ministry had to question the routinised 
way in which they had distinguished between the aesthetic activities and 
participatory activities. The new projects in the cultural sector blur the lines 
between what should be considered the ‘aesthetic core’ and what not. Consequently, 
it led to a reconsideration of evaluation criteria – strictly separating aesthetic and 
participatory criteria no longer fit the types of concerts that were being organised. 
Ultimately, I found that the notion of participation challenges the ministry and the 
council to question the fundamental definitions of and distinctions between 
aesthetic and societal value that are assumed in the Thorbecke triangle and to 
reconsider the ways in which they assess the quality of cultural institutions. The 
notion thus challenges the divide between aesthetic and social quality criteria that 
is commonly made in cultural policy.   
 All in all, participation is a notion that is used by policymakers to formulate 
problem definitions and to propose potential solutions, but it also raises questions 
about the assumptions policymakers make about arts practices along the way. I 
conclude that participation is a notion that acquires new meanings, uses, and 
occurrences in and through cultural policy practice. It is an open term that is 
repeatedly being defined in relation to orchestral practice. If one thing became 
clear, it is that when they attempt to innovate audience participation, orchestras 
are relating to a moving target: they have to relate to changing and sometimes 
conflicting measures and demands. It showed how doing participation is an 
important but also risky endeavour for orchestras to engage in. The notion of 
participation requires orchestras to develop new kinds of activities, but as they do 
so, these activities challenge existing conceptions about the ‘aesthetic core’ of 
symphonic music that the evaluation criteria of both the ministry and the council 
were premised on. In the following chapter, I explored how orchestras in their 
everyday practices relate to this shifting notion of participation, and how innovating 
audience participation there, as in cultural policy discourse, puts ideas about 
(aesthetic) quality to the test.  
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Getting caught in safety nets 
The symphony orchestra is a rigid organisation that has historically been compared 
to a machine: a large whole of separate cogs and bolts that all work together in a 
routinised manner to produce qualitative final products. I used this machine 
metaphor to bring into view how orchestras have long been understood as complex 
organisations that work towards one known result: an aesthetically good 
performance of a musical work. Contemporary orchestral machines, however, as 
Chapter 3 showed, have to work towards several different outcomes, the innovation 
of audience participation one of them. In Chapter 4, I analysed how orchestras 
practically organise projects in which they innovate audience participation and 
how these projects challenge orchestras’ standard ways of working and conventions. 
Building on mediation theory, I analysed what practical, material work orchestras 
have to do when they innovate audience participation, by following one project 
from start to finish in the practices of the Rotterdam Philharmonic, philharmonie 
zuidnederland, and Pynarello (Hennion, 2015 [1993]; Born & Barry, 2018). To 
analyse how these projects challenge existing conventions and routines, I analytically 
understood them as if they were breaching experiments in the orchestras’ everyday 
practices – as ‘trouble’ in the existing machine (Garfinkel, 1964; 1967). By 
deliberately breaking with routines, Garfinkel’s breaching experiments render the 
norms and conventions that remain invisible in everyday situations visible 
again.   
  Each of the three projects I ethnographically observed challenged, 
sometimes subtly, the standard orchestral machine – they broke with routines and 
conventions and caused trouble. The education project the Orchestra Laboratory 
of the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra challenged the conventional aesthetic 
aim of the machine: performing and listening to the ‘music itself’. In the project, 
the participatory exercises were tools for ‘calibration’: meant to teach the children 
in the audience the conventions of the orchestra. The exercises were not understood 
as aesthetically relevant work by musicians and were consequently experienced as 
a less efficient route to the same result, the concert. philharmonie zuidnederland 
did aim to innovate audience participation in an aesthetically meaningful way in 
Empty Minds. The project challenged the compartmentalised and hierarchical 
division of responsibilities in the standard machine, but there was no ‘speelruimte’ 
no time to adjust existing conventions and ways of working or to address what 
was unsure and not-yet-known. Pynarello, finally, aimed to perform Beethoven’s 
Fourth Symphony as ‘open dialogue’. To do so, the collective refused to assume 
existing ways of working and conventions from the symphonic world, ‘safety nets’ 
as one Pynarello musician called them. Instead, Pynarello worked hard to reflect 
on whether orchestral routines and aesthetic conventions were actually necessary 
for them to perform the symphony, and when necessary, they did away with them. 
This, however, did mean that the machine that Pynarello built is a lot less efficient 
than usual orchestras are: not as financially stable, in need of more rehearsals, and 
requiring musicians to take up organisational tasks.  
  What I found throughout the cases is that innovating audience participation 
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asked the orchestras to change much more than only the role of their audience in 
their practices. Whenever they attempted to innovate audience participation, this 
required changes in the organisational work, material infrastructure, division of 
responsibilities, tasks, and modes of evaluation. Following the innovation of 
audience participation as breaching experiment allowed me to show that audience 
participation in regular orchestral practice is routinely rendered invisible 
throughout the organisational process, because everything that affords an 
attentively listening audience has already long been ‘in place’ – from chairs and 
acoustics to expectations of the audience members themselves. In the projects that 
I analysed, this was no longer the case: the orchestras played outside of the concert 
hall, collaborated with other arts disciplines, or performed for an audience of 
children who did not have expectations of what they were to experience. Audience 
participation in its traditional form could no longer be assumed during the 
organisation of these projects.   
  In responding to the unfamiliar situations that the innovation of audience 
participation resulted in, orchestras tended to return to routinised ways of working. 
This tendency to restore the very routines, or safety nets, they are trying to change, 
is logical. Following Garfinkel, I understand that the orchestras are trying to repair 
the breached situation. Yet the moments that difficulties arose had something in 
common and thus taught me about what was at stake for the orchestras: they were 
instances in which existing ideas about aesthetic quality were challenged. Plans to 
innovate audience participation touched upon practitioners’ common understanding 
of what a good symphonic concert is or could be and how the quality of their 
concerts is usually guaranteed. How to, for example, know if a concert will be good 
if the conductor does not have the final aesthetic responsibility? Or if the repertoire 
has to be adjusted to the attention span of the audience instead of the other way 
around?  
  In the cases that I studied, the innovation of audience participation led to 
situations in which both practical routines in orchestral practice and the underlying 
ideas about aesthetic quality were challenged. As a result, in Rotterdam, the balance 
between routine and experiment leaned towards the first: the participatory 
exercises in the education project were not perceived as aesthetically relevant. At 
philharmonie zuidnederland, it became clear that there was no opportunity to 
reflect on existing conventions and ways of working, even though such time and 
reflection was needed. Pynarello, on the contrary, reflexively engaged with its own 
process, but that does mean that they no longer work towards one fixed 
interpretation of the symphony anymore. Innovating audience participation is not 
only a practical challenge that asks orchestras to change its organisational process, 
these changes moreover challenge the very image of the orchestra as a machine 
that routinely works towards an aesthetic final product. Not the innovative projects, 
but the orchestras’ tendency to build on fixed practices and ideas of what aesthetic 
quality is, turned out to be the actual ‘trouble’ that emerged. What became clear 
was that if orchestras want to innovate audience participation, they need to find 
ways to focus and reflect on their own organisational process, instead of on the 
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aesthetic final result of that process. Each of the terms that I empirically found in 
this chapter, calibration, speelruimte, and safety nets, might help to (re-)establish 
a focus on the process of innovating audience participation. They give direction to 
the process-oriented nature of symphonic music as work-to-be-done by asking: 
how do different parts of the machine work together (calibration), what is not yet 
known and thus at stake in the project (speelruimte), and what responsibilities 
and routines are needed in the process and why (safety nets)? These are important 
questions, because to give the audience a new aesthetic role within its organisation, 
a symphony orchestra has to actively make an effort to recalibrate its own machine: 
to reflexively engage with routinised ways of working and assumptions about 
aesthetic quality and to dare to explore how innovative projects might require new 
ways to evaluate or value the quality of their work. In the final empirical chapter, 
I therefore shifted my focus to how qualities emerge when orchestras innovate 
audience participation. 

Emergent repertoires of quality  
In Chapter 5, I explored how orchestral musicians, staff members, and other 
practitioners are figuring out how to do innovative concerts well and how (new) 
norms and qualities may emerge when they do so. As we have seen, doing something 
‘well’ in the orchestral world is strongly tied to ideas about aesthetic quality as 
residing in the repertoire of musical works. This type of aesthetic quality is treated 
as if it were a given: pre-existing and worked towards in orchestral practice (Goehr, 
2007). As a consequence, the new is always traced back to the old – judged by 
existing quality standards, as also became clear in Chapter 4 (Keulartz et al., 2004). 
Again siding with Lydia Goehr, and building on the pragmatist work of John Dewey 
and Donald Schön, I did not presume aesthetic qualities as given, but agnostically 
traced how and where quality and reflections about what quality entails emerged 
in symphonic practice when audience participation is being innovated. I did so by 
examining how practitioners drew upon different repertoires of quality in projects 
that innovate audience participation. Building on the work of Donald Schön, I 
introduced the notion of repertoires of quality to move away from the idea of 
quality as static and fixed, and to instead refer to the set of skills, actions, ideas, 
norms, knowledge, and experiences through which ‘quality’ is established in 
orchestral practice. The notion helped me to analytically distinguish between the 
various situations that are brought into existence in symphonic practice in which 
qualities emerge and during which existing assumptions about quality are 
challenged or at stake. Empirically this meant that I ended up focussing on my 
observations of projects with children and novices, and on the long interviews I 
conducted with musicians, because it was during these ethnographic moments that 
I could observe what was emerging.  
 As I first showed in the case of the NSO as amateur orchestra, even when 
working towards traditional symphonic concerts, aesthetic quality is not a given, 
but requires practical tinkering, skills, and collaboration to emerge in practice. 
Even though the existing aesthetic framework was not altered or expanded in the 
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practice of the NSO, the practitioners had to engage in heterogeneous practical, 
material, and collaborative work to be able to perform the music well. Their 
practice, as a first step to investigate how quality is done in symphonic practice, 
allowed me to show that the existing aesthetic framework is not static or given, 
not transcendental, but emerges in specific ways. With this insight in mind, I then 
looked at how and where quality and reflections about what quality entails emerged 
in the professional practices of philharmonie zuidnederland and the Rotterdam 
Philharmonic when they innovated audience participation. What I found was 
twofold.   
  On a practical level, in doing unfamiliar projects, orchestral practitioners 
came across moments in which they started to expand their own repertoires of 
skills and actions. For example, I observed moments in which musicians were 
challenged to learn skills to address the young audience in the concert hall in a 
good way, tinkered with instruments and material set-ups to be able to play well 
together, and, along with staff members, had to figure out how to collaborate with 
others who had completely different professional or cultural backgrounds. In 
innovative projects, practitioners thus learnt new practical skills that they did not 
have to develop before. As such, projects in which audience participation is being 
innovated allowed or required orchestral practitioners to move away from the 
compartmentalised view of themselves within the organisation: musicians, for 
example, can do more than play well technically within the confines of their 
orchestra and can take up new tasks when they are part of innovative projects. 
  On a conceptual level, I concluded that doing innovative projects ‘well’ 
requires orchestral practitioners to denaturalise existing ideas of what is aesthetic 
work and what is not. What the situations I analysed had in common was that they 
were moments in which the audience and its role could no longer be assumed to 
be known – not only by me analysing these situations but also by the orchestra 
itself. During any symphonic concert, the audience present participates. However, 
at the moments in which orchestras either engaged with an unfamiliar audience 
or gave their audience an unfamiliar role, the aesthetic relevance of the audience 
as part of symphonic music as work-to-be-done is at stake, open to question: it 
emerges anew as a complex matter that orchestral practitioners actively engage 
with. They have and feel the responsibility to get the audience ‘on board’: 
participation becomes a gauge, a new gauge for knowing what the quality of the 
performance is. And, what this ‘quality’ entails is not known beforehand or 
measured against a pre-existing standard.  
  Rather than working towards a type of given aesthetic quality, I showed 
that the practitioners have to engage in real-life, materially situated versions of 
John Dewey’s ‘dramatic rehearsals’ (1922). Throughout the process, they 
continuously think about, imagine, and rehearse an attentiveness to the audience 
as participant in the concert, while simultaneously daring to accept that their 
existing aesthetic framework, containing their own norms and ideas about what 
a good concert entails and requires of them, might have to be adapted or expanded. 
Traditionally, orchestras are organisations in which the regulative work-concept 
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has led to social and material routines in which there is little space to explore 
possible alternatives to the ideal of the aesthetic musical work and its performance. 
Yet whenever orchestras innovate audience participation in their practices, 
alternatives become unavoidably visible. It asks orchestral practitioners to tinker 
with the norms, ideas, skills, and actions that are part of their repertoires of quality 
and expand on them. That an expansion of what aesthetic quality entails is possible, 
demands reflection on and practical experimentation with the rigidity of the 
existing aesthetic framework in the world of symphonic music.  

From keeping the machine running to conducting experiments 
Drawing the insights from the empirical chapters together leads me to three 
intertwined conclusions about the innovation of audience participation in 
symphonic music: one about the nature and locus of participation, one about the 
challenging of conventions such as attentive listening and their aesthetic value, 
and ultimately one about the symphony orchestra as an organisation that is 
characterised by its efficient and rigid ways of working towards aesthetically 
qualitative results – in other words: as a ‘machine’.    
 The first conclusion that I draw is that the innovation of audience 
participation is a process that starts long before any concert takes place. I found 
that, when orchestras want to innovate audience participation, all of their parts 
might become involved in the process. Projects in which audience participation is 
being innovated, consequently, require orchestras to question, time and again, who 
and what becomes involved how and at what time during the organisational 
process. What might seem like a simple and limited change at first, asking the 
audience to walk around instead of sit, for example, can set in motion all the 
different elements of a practice and requires unexpected contributions from staff, 
musicians, and audience members. Production leaders, for instance, have to think 
anew about how the lighting should be hung, marketeers about what the programme 
booklet they design should actually be used for by the audience, musicians about 
how they can rehearse differently when they have to actively address their audience 
while playing a concert, and audience members to find other ways to attend a 
concert than through silent listening. Throughout this dissertation, I articulated 
the heterogeneous work that is involved in creating a concert that innovates 
audience participation: this turned out to vary from (re)defining what audience 
participation is in policy documents (Chapter 3) to the practical work on the floor 
by orchestral practitioners (Chapter 4). This conclusion, that the innovation of 
audience participation consists of aesthetic work that starts long before the concert 
and is heterogeneous, might seem straightforward and obvious at first, but it has 
far-reaching consequences for how to view symphonic practice.  
  Projects in which audience participation is being innovated render visible 
again that attentive listening as a convention in symphonic practice is deeply 
intertwined with how symphonic music is traditionally understood as art. For a 
long time, an idealist aesthetic framework has been dominant in symphonic 
practice as well as in research about symphonic music, and consequently, the role 
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of the audience is often understood as a given (Chapter 2 and Chapter 5). When 
the role of the audience is changed, it suddenly becomes clear again that audience 
participation is intertwined with all the work orchestras do and does not exist 
separately from the presumed ‘aesthetic core’ of musical works. Nevertheless, the 
conventions, routines, and practical ways of working of symphony orchestras are 
optimised to work towards conventional performances and to safeguard this 
assumed ‘aesthetic core’ of musical works. In projects that innovated audience 
participation, these ways of working were challenged (Chapter 4). Orchestras 
struggled because it turned out they had to actively reconsider and change their 
ideas about what elements of practice were aesthetically relevant – contributing 
to the aesthetic quality of the concert (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5). The innovation 
of audience participation asks orchestras to reflect anew on their taken for granted 
existing aesthetic framework of routines, conventions, norms, and qualities. I 
conclude that the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music requires 
anyone involved, from musicians and programmers to production leaders and 
audience members, to think anew about what they do, how they do it, and what 
elements are important to take care of in the context of the particular project they 
are part of. The challenge is to dare to accept and acknowledge that the innovation 
of audience participation requires orchestras to broaden their existing aesthetic 
framework and figure out ways to attend to how (new) qualities emerge in the 
process. 
 Crucially, however, this is not a story of new versus old. In many of the 
innovative projects I studied, orchestras and audiences alike were still arriving at 
moments of attentive listening, moments of a shared concentration that resonate 
with the conventions of symphonic concerts. The innovation of audience 
participation in symphonic music does not necessarily do away with these 
conventions. Rather than understanding the innovation of audience participation 
as a type of innovation that radically seeks to replace traditional concert formats, 
I found that such projects function as situations through which orchestras can 
reflect on their traditional organisation, norms, and quality standards, and expand 
them. These projects create opportunities for orchestras to explore how they can 
make their work relevant in new ways and how they, in their everyday practices, 
are not so much replicating a given aesthetic standard but also always exploring 
and performing symphonic music anew, sometimes for new audiences. If symphony 
orchestras (want to) innovate audience participation, more repertoires of quality 
than the traditional aesthetic one become relevant. Rather than deciding beforehand 
what does or does not contribute to the aesthetic quality of symphonic music, the 
innovation of audience participation requires orchestras to take seriously the 
various elements of their practices and their heterogeneous ways of working as 
aesthetic work. Based on my empirical analyses of innovative projects and following 
Antoine Hennion, I conclude that the innovation of audience participation is an 
inherent part of symphonic music as work-to-be-done because it expands the 
orchestras’ existence, but also that of the music they play, the responsibilities they 
have, and the experiences they create (Hennion, 2016b; 2017b; 2019).   



202

  This leads me to finally conclude that, when a symphony orchestra 
innovates audience participation, it is no longer only an organisation that keeps 
the machine running, it becomes an organisation in which experiments are being 
conducted (Peters, 2019; Peters et al., 2020). Viewing the orchestra as a machine 
implies that the separate parts are in service of the quality of the final product and 
that they work in a compartmentalised and efficient manner (Chapter 4). 
Understanding the symphony orchestra as a site for experimentation entails a shift 
from a focus on end results and a given quality standard to a focus on its process, 
how its parts work together, and a reflective awareness of what might emerge 
along the way – while still keeping highly skilled technical work in place. Thus, 
innovating audience participation is not a practice that only creates new forms 
that fit with existing norms and values, nor do innovative projects in classical music 
only render visible existing and dominant (aesthetic) conventions of this world (as 
is shown in Pinch & Bijsterveld, 2004; Benchop, 2019; Garfinkel, 1967). The 
projects that innovate audience participation that orchestras develop do more. 
They function as normative experiments: through them, orchestras are confronted 
with their own assumed aesthetic norms and conventions, and they offer an 
opportunity for orchestras to explore how symphonic music can be done ‘well’ in 
today’s society and in front of new audiences. Moreover, these normative 
experiments are conducted against the background of a cultural policy discourse 
which, following Thorbecke, is also constantly figuring out how to define and 
evaluate aesthetic and other forms of quality. What is particularly difficult, exciting, 
and important about the innovation of audience participation, then, is that it 
unhinges the existing aesthetic framework in which symphony orchestras operate 
and on which cultural policy is built. In what follows, I first outline the implications 
of these conclusions for symphonic practice and cultural policy, and then I turn to 
the methodological and theoretical implications for researchers who study audience 
participation in symphonic music or elsewhere.  

6.3 Symphonic practice and cultural policy: creating conditions for experimenting

Understanding the innovation of audience participation as an inherent part of 
symphonic music as work-to-be-done, requires orchestral practitioners to dare to 
question their existing norms and values and to reflect on what might contribute 
to the aesthetic quality of symphonic concerts when audience participation is 
changed. However, throughout this dissertation, I have also shown that such 
reflexivity is not easily accomplished: in the spur of the moment, orchestras fall 
back on existing safety nets. If symphony orchestras want understand the innovation 
of audience participation as work-to-be-done, they need to create conditions for 
different kinds of reflexivity and experimentation in their practices. But how to do 
so?  
  First of all, I conclude that orchestras can no longer routinely assume who 
should be involved in innovating audience participation. In this book, I have shown 
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that projects in which audience participation is being innovated not only change 
the role of audience members but also challenge the conventional ways of working 
and division of responsibilities in orchestral practices (Chapter 4). Audience 
participation does not simply exist as a separate element, but is imagined, prepared, 
and done throughout the entire practice of the symphony orchestra. When 
organising regular concerts, the departments of an orchestra work in a 
compartmentalised way: everyone has their own expertise and tasks and carries 
these out in a relatively independent manner. In innovative concerts, however, 
roles and responsibilities may change and circulate throughout the organisational 
process, and changes may occur in unexpected places. Thus, the innovation of 
audience participation requires orchestras to create space to reconsider the 
standard ways of working and to involve all of its departments to be able to account 
for shifts when and where they occur. Rather than coming up with a new separate 
department (i.e. for participation or for innovation), on the basis of my ethnographic 
fieldwork I argue that orchestras might better work to create space within and 
communication between their existing departments. Such space and openness in 
communication might enable orchestral practitioners to reflect on and respond to 
what innovative projects might require of them along the way and on the spot. 84 
   The work-to-be-done and the idea of instauration offer a different ontology 
of music than idealist aesthetics. It is focused on process and results in a different 
understanding of value judgements: not as pre-existent and fixed but as emergent 
in and inherent to orchestral practice. The understanding of the innovation of 
audience participation that I empirically developed throughout this dissertation 
has implications for how orchestras and cultural policymakers usually evaluate 
symphonic concerts and what is or is not being evaluated. Therefore, the second 
practical implication of my research is that, if orchestras and cultural policymakers 
want to understand audience participation as work-to-be-done, they have to 
develop new ways of evaluating that allow for a focus on process in addition to the 
current focus on products. The quality criteria that are traditionally used both in 
cultural policy and orchestral practice are rooted in an idealist view of symphonic 
music: there is an aesthetic core and accompanying aesthetic quality criteria, and 
in addition to that, there are other quality criteria that focus on participation and 
education (Chapter 3). I showed, however, that projects that innovate audience 
participation unhinge this distinction and meddle in interesting and relevant ways 
with the existing evaluation criteria (Chapter 3 and Chapter 5). To challenge the 
common assumption of participation as external to the aesthetic core of musical 
works and instead understand it as part of symphonic music as work-to-be-done, 
orchestral practice and cultural policy have to find an evaluative vocabulary that 

84 In the broader Artful Participation project, of which this dissertation is a part, groups of researchers, staff, 
and musicians of philharmonie zuidnederland recognised the lack of communication between departments 
as an issue in their practice when organising innovative projects. In the experiment the Learning Orchestra, 
this resulted in the development of organisational études to practise building bridges between departments. 
See, for example, the étude ‘Crossing Communication’: https://artfulparticipation.nl/etudes/crossing-
communication/ 
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no longer a priori distinguishes criteria for aesthetic quality and criteria for 
participatory activities, but attends to how, as I found in Chapter 5, innovative 
projects expand existing repertoires of quality. This complicates the task of cultural 
policymakers, and in particular of the Raad voor Cultuur, because it would imply 
that rather than coming up with criteria in which aesthetic and societal quality are 
distinguished, they would have to find ways to approach the various activities of 
cultural institutions as an integrated whole which requires them to rethink the 
conception of art on which Dutch cultural policy is built (also see Van Eijck & 
Bisschop Boele, 2018: 23-24).   
 Already in 2014, the Dutch symphony orchestras themselves, united in the 
Vereniging van Nederlandse Orkesten, requested national cultural policy to change 
how it evaluated their activities: ‘[…] do not only count visitors and revenue per 
seat but also take into account the societal meaning of orchestras, their impact on 
their surroundings, and the ways in which they reach new audiences’ (2014: 3). 
One way to take into account this request is by developing ways of evaluating that 
are no longer exclusively focussed on final products and on quantity (the concert 
or numbers of visitors, the output), but also take into account organisational 
processes. Process-oriented evaluations could, for instance, inquire about what 
developments went well, how collaborations worked, what was difficult and why, 
what was learnt along the way, as well as how the concert was experienced by 
audience members and musicians alike.85 Evaluation, that way, is no longer 
something that happens after a project ended, but part of the learning process of 
the orchestra as an organisation.   
 Ultimately, understanding symphonic music as work-to-be-done implies 
that each innovative project is not a process towards a given result (Chapter 5). 
Instead, projects in which audience participation is being innovated function as 
normative experiments through which orchestral practice is expanded: new 
concerts are created, new skills are added to repertoires of quality, responsibilities 
are circulated in different ways. All in all, when they innovate audience participation 
and their practices accordingly, symphony orchestras are finding ways to conduct 
collaborative experiments in and through their own practice. As I found in Chapter 
5, orchestras are unassuming their own routinised ways of working, and when 
they strive to innovate audience participation, they challenge themselves to 
experiment, learn, and develop new ways of working and attending to audiences. 
In that process, they are learning to conduct research into their own everyday 
practices and ways of working: by trying out new things, creating room to fail, 
finding ways to evaluate, and collaborating with new partners. Funding schemes 
such as the NWO/SIA SMART Culture programme that financed the larger Artful 
Participation project that this PhD was situated in, stimulate collaborations between 
(academic and artistic) researchers and cultural institutions (NWO, 2016). They 

85 In the experiment the Learning Orchestra, staff and musicians of philharmonie zuidnederland have developed 
études that address the issue of evaluating innovative projects; see for example the étude ‘The Listener’: https://
artfulparticipation.nl/etudes/the-listener/. As I will explain in the Impact Paragraph, this étude was inspired by 
the ethnographic research method that the staff members and musicians saw me use in their everyday practices. 
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believe that such interdisciplinary collaborations are necessary to find solutions 
to today’s complex societal problems (Ibid.; also see CLICKNL, 2020). On the basis 
of this dissertation, it becomes clear that cultural institutions can be more than a 
practical case study or ‘testing ground’ in such collaborations: researchers can also 
learn from cultural institutions such as symphony orchestras. Orchestras might 
still be learning how to create conditions that allow them to experiment in and 
through their own practices, but they are experts in practically organising their 
own innovative projects in inherently collaborative ways.  

6.4 Implications for research practice: Attending (to) symphonic practice anew  
Throughout this dissertation, I have not only shown that the innovation of audience 
participation in symphonic music challenges orchestras themselves to move away 
from assumptions about their own practice and denaturalise the regulating work-
concept, I also showed that this concerns researchers: they, too, have to make an 
effort not to unreflexively take over an understanding that separates audience 
participation from ‘aesthetic core’ a priori (Chapter 2). Conceptualising participation 
and the innovation thereof as part of symphonic work-to-be-done requires 
researchers to attend to the normativity of audience participation in new ways, 
and it allows for methodological reflection on their own participation in the 
practices they study. Rather than assuming what the innovation of audience 
participation is, I have worked to postpone such assumptions to analyse how the 
innovation of audience participation is problematised, done, and (e)valuated in 
symphonic practice. Here, I will share three theoretical and methodological insights 
and implications this approach has for researchers in the social sciences and 
humanities.   
  First of all, my research yielded that, if one aims to study the innovation 
of audience participation in symphonic music as work-to-be-done, combining an 
empirical and pragmatist approach can be helpful to attend to audience participation 
as a normative notion or practice without assuming it from the start. The approach 
in my dissertation adds new descriptions to the literature that problematises the 
relations between contemporary orchestras and their audiences in musicology and 
audience studies. Inspired by the type of empirical analyses from STS and mediation 
theory from music sociology, I added a view of audience participation in symphonic 
music that shows the everyday activities that orchestras engage in to try and 
innovate audience participation and the struggles that emerge among the 
heterogeneous actors involved. Moreover, building on pragmatist philosophy, I 
traced and articulated what kinds of norms and conventions are at stake for these 
actors. Not only did I empirically analyse how projects that innovate audience 
participation ‘hang together’ and where frictions emerge (Hennion, 2016b: 294; 
Chapter 3 and 4), I also engaged in following where and how orchestral practitioners 
themselves reflexively engage with what emerges as aesthetically relevant work, 
and how that expands on conventional ideas about aesthetic quality (Chapter 5). 
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That way, my work makes a contribution to the literature on art as work-to-be-
done: I added an empirical account of a complex and heterogeneous artistic practice 
and showed what understanding of practice this pragmatist conceptualisation 
might allow for in the case of symphonic music. In doing so, I made a first step 
towards the theorisation of how existing aesthetic frameworks also change and 
are tinkered with (like the existing moral frameworks that Keulartz et al. analyse 
[2004]) and how norms and values do emerge time and again in arts practices 
such as those of symphony orchestras. Through my empirical and pragmatist 
modes of description, I developed a sensitivity to what is at stake both practically 
and normatively when orchestras innovate audience participation.    
  The focus on constructivist description of STS has regularly led to the 
questioning of the field’s own normative engagement, and it has been argued that 
this engagement should not be ignored: ‘Normative reflexion is significant because 
science and technology studies do not simply “mirror” this world. Like all other 
social studies, they are themselves necessarily part of it; they shape it and are 
shaped by it’ (Radder, 1992: 141–142). The finding that the innovation of audience 
participation is part and parcel of and co-shaped by every department within 
orchestral practice has methodological implications for researchers who enter such 
practices as well: if researchers study the innovation of audience participation 
empirically, they too co-shape the work-to-be-done – they become part of its 
existence as they write, participate, observe. I argue that my research implies that 
researchers – like orchestras – should reflexively engage with their own normativities 
and address how these may change over the course of conducting the research. In 
academic writing, the words used, the stories emphasised, and the metaphors 
chosen to describe a phenomenon actively contribute to how the studied 
phenomenon can be understood anew (Römgens & Benschop, forthcoming; Wyatt, 
2021; 2004). Throughout this dissertation, I have explored my own engagement 
with audience participation in symphonic music in the Interludes. In them, I 
questioned how to research symphonic music practices as an ethnographer, and 
sought ways to reflect on how this world influenced my own research and writing. 
The Interludes contributed a layer to this dissertation in which I methodologically 
reflected on the particular characteristics of the symphonic music world. Through 
my ethnographic involvement in it, I articulated the role of (embodied) expertise, 
notation, and not-knowing in symphonic practice (Interlude I, II, and IV). At the 
same time, the symphonic music practices I studied also affected me as a researcher, 
because they made me reflect on my not-knowing and personal experiences and 
how these played a role in my ethnographic research or not, the performativity of 
my writing, and my modes of listening as ethnographer (Interlude III, IV, V). My 
reflections show that one has to continuously work to not unreflexively assume 
the norms of the practice one is studying, a conclusion that fits with what 
ethnographic work always tries to do. The Interludes were a means for me to 
complicate and challenge the common view of researchers as merely observing 
and articulating what is happening in practice and reporting that back – much 
later – to practitioners. Building on my methodological reflections, but also on the 
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basis of my conclusions about symphonic music as work-to-be-done, I argue that 
‘reporting back’ is an iterative process that can co-shape and expand a practice’s 
own understanding of itself, but that this process of co-shaping is reciprocal: the 
symphonic music practices I studied also challenged my own ways of working, 
writing, and speaking.86  
 The final implication follows from the previous one and relates to the 
broader context in which I conducted this research: like many PhD trajectories 
today in the Netherlands and internationally today, mine was part of a larger, 
funded project – Artful Participation: Doing Artistic Research with Symphonic 
Music Audiences. This project, moreover, was a collaboration between different 
partners: apart from academic researchers, a musician-researcher, a lectoraat (the 
research centre for Arts, Autonomy, and the Public Sphere), the conservatory of 
Maastricht, and a symphony orchestra were part of the project too. This setting 
implies that, in the context of interdisciplinary collaborations, researchers are 
challenged to increasingly experiment with how they share their research by other 
means. Interdisciplinary projects require researchers to make their work relevant 
in different contexts than only in an academic one: they are required to move 
beyond only translating their work into, for example, peer-reviewed publications. 
In STS, such considerations have led to Making & Doing exhibitions and 
interventionist research projects in which researchers experiment with forms that 
range from videos and performances to drawings (Downey & Zuiderent-Jerak, 
2017; 2021; Craddock & Harris, 2020; Spronck, 2019a). These other forms are not 
just translations after the fact; they are often part of the (collaborative and 
interdisciplinary) research process – as was the case in Artful Participation. In 
organising experimental and collaborative forms of research, STS researchers, 
music sociologists, and other academic researchers can learn from and with the 
arts. Moreover, and finally, on the basis of my conclusions about how the innovation 
of audience participation challenges the existing aesthetic framework of orchestras, 
I argue that my research implies that if researchers go and experiment with new 
forms of research, they also need to actively question and unassume academic norms 
and values with regards to writing style, argumentation structure, and methodological 
reflection. Perhaps then in academic research, too, as in innovative symphonic 
projects, new qualities that are important for researchers might emerge.  

6.5 Outro: Come and listen closely

Understanding the innovation of audience participation in symphonic music as 
work-to-be-done has far-reaching consequences for musicians, orchestral staff, 

86 In the Impact Paragraph, I expand on this conclusion. There, I explain how my ethnographic fieldwork was 
used to share observations in an early stage within philharmonie zuidnederland and how this taught me that the 
‘societal impact’ of my research does not merely lie in output (this dissertation, articles, or texts and interviews 
about it), but also in my methods. And I share how the symphonic practices challenged me to communicate about 
my research by other means than writing. 
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audience members, policymakers, and researchers alike. It asks everyone to remain 
or become reflexive about existing ideas about quality, ways of working, and 
divisions of roles and responsibilities. Like Donald Schön’s reflective practitioners, 
this reflection should not be separated from practice, but is at the centre of it. To 
acquire such a reflexive mode, an old friend in the symphonic music world might 
become important again, albeit in new ways: attentive listening. Of course, attentive 
listening has a distinct history in the world of symphonic orchestras, with its roots 
in nineteenth-century idealist aesthetics. That traditional attentive listening, as we 
have seen, is directed towards the musical work as art and is predestined for one 
group of participants at a particular point in time: the audience during a concert. 
This specific and directive ideal of attentive listening has often been framed as part 
of the problem that contemporary symphony orchestras are facing: their audiences’ 
role is too narrow and too passive in today’s society. But what if we would add a 
new layer of meaning to attentive listening? What if we would learn to use the skill 
in a new way?  
 During the Covid-19 crisis, like everyone, orchestras suddenly had to 
improvise, and what they learnt in innovative projects over the past several years 
might have helped them to step up and find new ways to connect to audiences 
when concert halls closed. They showed the ‘resilience’ or the ‘agility’ of their 
organisations today (Raad voor Cultuur, 2020b; Mertens, 2021). As I have shown 
in this dissertation, over the past twenty years, symphony orchestras have become 
cultural organisations that are a lot more heterogeneous than they have ever been. 
However, based on my conclusions, I argue that flexibility and agility are not given 
qualities, but qualities that have to be learnt and that require the right conditions, 
time, and space to flourish. Over the past four years, in the Artful Participation 
project that this dissertation was part of, we have worked together as a group of 
researchers, orchestra staff, and musicians and have experienced first-hand how 
exciting and how difficult it can be to work towards something unknown together. 
Through attending to such difficulties, symphony orchestras have developed 
themselves and made an effort to relate to different audiences, take up new roles 
in society, circulate aesthetic responsibilities in unfamiliar ways, and do innovative 
collaborations and projects.  
 In light of the innovative activities that orchestras engage in, attentive 
listening is gaining momentum in a new way. Today, attentive listening in 
contemporary symphonic practice may no longer be only necessary to listen to 
musical works and experience and understand them. When orchestras innovate 
audience participation or engage in other unfamiliar activities, what is needed is 
an attentive and prolonged listening that does not assume conventions, roles, and 
routines, but that is prepared to openly attend to what might emerge. A type of 
listening that resonates with what ethnographers attempt to do too. What has to 
be practised is an empathic attention to perspectives and types of expertise different 
from yours. From musician to marketing department, conductor to young audience 
member, education department to digital platform, researcher to production leader. 
It can be frustrating at times when you have to speak a language that is not familiar 
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to you, carry out practical tasks you have never done before, work in a space and 
with materials that are different, have to figure out what to expect of the other. 
Things that are obvious to researchers are not for musicians (how to have long 
brainstorm meetings) and the other way around (how much space is needed for 
an entire orchestra), nor do we exactly know what to expect of audience members 
(the stories they carry with them and different knowledges they have).87 Instead 
of letting these uncomfortable moments discourage engaging in interdisciplinary 
collaborations and innovative projects, this dissertation offers an invitation to 
rehearse a mode of attentive listening to the other that observes the differences 
that are there, an attentive listening that seeks to learn from and with each other, 
and an attentive listening that reflects on what we care about and why. No matter 
whether the other that is encountered is a colleague, a cowbell, a new audience 
member, a double bass, or Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony – come and listen 
closely. 

87 I am referring to several moments over the past four years in the Artful Participation project. For example, 
in Mahler am Tisch, the researchers in our team learnt about the difficulties of setting up a classical concert in 
a crowded café (see https://artfulparticipation.nl/experiments/mahler-am-tisch/), and in the experiment The 
People’s Salon, the stories and experiences of audience members became the basis for programming a concert 
evening (see https://artfulparticipation.nl/experiments/the-peoples-salon/)
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philharmonie zuidnederland  
philharmonie zuidnederland (South Netherlands Philharmonic) is a regional 
symphony orchestra located in Eindhoven and Maastricht. The orchestra has 
around thirty staff members and one hundred musicians, and it is meant to serve 
the provinces of Limburg, Noord-Brabant, and Zeeland. It was formed in 2013 when 
two former orchestras (Limburgs Symfonie Orkest and the Brabants Orkest) were 
merged due to budget cuts on a national level. The orchestra is part of the Dutch 
cultural BIS – it is one of the nine nationally funded symphony orchestras in the 
Netherlands (Raad voor Cultuur, 2020).   

The innovation of participation   
The orchestra focusses on the innovation of participation in the main pillars of its 
work titled ‘Innovation’ and ‘Education’. In collaboration with Maastricht University 
and Zuyd University of Applied Sciences, the orchestra is one of the founding 
members of the Maastricht Centre for the Innovation of Classical Music, which 
forms the institutional context in which this PhD research was conducted. Other 
than that, the orchestra develops educational programmes and experiments with 
innovative concert formats that grant the audience different roles, for instance, in 
their i-Classics series. 

Project: i-Classics Empty Minds 
The project that my fieldwork focussed on was the Empty Minds project. In this 
project, two concerts were performed on 11 and 12 October 2018, in Eindhoven 
and Maastricht, respectively. The Empty Minds project was part of the i-Classics 
series that the orchestra started in 2014 (at the time called Spicy Classics). In this 
series, the orchestra aimed to reach a younger audience, give them another role 
during concerts, and collaborate with other artistic disciplines and partners. In 
Empty Minds, philharmonie zuidnederland collaborated with the fashion collective 
FashionClash, art collective playField, and recorder soloist Erik Bosgraaf. They 
played music by Anthony Fiumara and Wim Henderickx (who also conducted the 
concerts).   

I conducted fieldwork between 5 September 2018 and 8 November 2018.

Appendix B: Fieldwork
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Rotterdams Philharmonisch Orkest (RPHO)  
The Rotterdams Philharmonisch Orkest (Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra) is 
one of the Dutch symphony orchestras that is centrally located in the Randstad, 
the agglomeration of large cities in the west of the Netherlands. In addition to 
serving the Rotterdam region, the Rotterdam Philharmonic is an internationally 
oriented orchestra that frequently travels abroad for concerts. The orchestra was 
founded in 1918 and consists of fifty staff members and 120 musicians. The 
orchestra is part of the Dutch cultural BIS – it is one of the nine nationally funded 
symphony orchestras in the Netherlands (Raad voor Cultuur, 2020).   

The innovation of participation 
The orchestra has set the aim to develop itself as ‘innovative and entrepreneurial 
cultural institution’.88 In its business plan, the orchestra stresses that it wants to 
broaden the audience it reaches through marketing and communication and by 
responding to trends. The Rotterdam Philharmonic also has an important role in 
cultural education: the orchestra reaches twenty thousand children in the region 
per year and aims to expand that reach each year.  

Project: het Orkest Laboratorium 
The project that my fieldwork focussed on was the education project het Orkest 
Laboratorium (the Orchestra Laboratory) that premiered on 10 April 2019 in De 
Doelen, Rotterdam. It was a project meant for primary school children from the 
ages of nine to eleven and was newly developed by the orchestra in 2019. The 
concerts tell the story of a professor who uses classical music to communicate with 
extraterrestrial life. The alien can recognise the emotions the music conveys. This 
premise also comprises the educational aim of the concert: to teach children how 
we can experience emotions through music. As part of the concert, several school 
classes were invited to actively participate: they were taught to play small percussion 
instruments during the concert together with the orchestra. The project was a 
collaboration between various partners: the orchestra itself, actors, a director, 
composer and arrangers, and a partner who created a 3D animation – the alien. 

I conducted fieldwork between 26 March 2019 and 14 April 2019, during meetings 
on 17–18 January 2019, and during the reprise on 5–6 November 2019.

88 See the most recent business plan of the orchestra: https://www.rotterdamsphilharmonisch.nl/nl/pQmYZCl/anbi
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Pynarello  
Pynarello is a Dutch classical music collective that was founded by violinist Lonneke 
van Straalen in 2017. Van Straalen initiated the new collective because she missed 
contact with her audience during and after concerts in her work as an orchestral 
musician. She brought together a group of professional musicians with various 
backgrounds, from orchestral musicians to jazz musicians, who now make up the 
collective on a freelance basis (rather than as permanent staff). Pynarello plays 
traditional symphonic repertoire: one of their first projects focussed on Beethoven’s 
Fifth Symphony, and they have played symphonic works from, among others, 
Haydn, Dvořák, and Mozart. However, they experiment with how the repertoire 
can be performed in such a way that the contact with the audience is ‘intensified’ 
(Pynarello, 4 :2017). As of 2020, Pynarello is subsidised by the national Fonds 
Podiumkunsten for four years to come.   

The innovation of participation  
One of the main aims of Pynarello is to create classical music experiences that 
reach a new and younger audience (Pynarello, 2017). The collective actively seeks 
to undo those conventions that stand between musicians and audience members 
during regular concerts of classical repertoire. They experiment with playing 
without scores, without conductors, and without a formal set-up. In doing so, 
Pynarello challenges its musicians: they have to learn the symphonies they play by 
heart and are asked to explore skills such as improvisation and interpretation along 
the way. Apart from that, the collective regularly plays outside of traditional concert 
halls (at places as varied as smaller concert venues to shopping malls and 
festivals).  

Project: Beethovens Vierde 
The project that my fieldwork focussed on was Beethovens Vierde, the concerts in 
which Pynarello performed Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony. The concerts took place 
between 13 and 19 May 2019. In this project, a group of thiry-two musicians played 
the symphony by heart, without a conductor. During the concerts, the audience 
was invited to come and sit onstage in between the musicians for the final part of 
the concert. The Pynarello musicians then played one of the movements once more, 
from up close. At the concert in Amsterdam, which took place in the former 
synagogue Uilenburgersjoel, the audience was seated cross-legged among the 
musicians for the duration of the entire concert.  

I conducted fieldwork between 11 May 2019 and 20 May 2019 and during concerts 
on 16 September 2017 and 14 July 2018.
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Nederlands Studenten Orkest  
The Nederlands Studenten Orkest (Dutch Student Orchestra) or NSO is an amateur 
symphony orchestra that was founded in 1952 (see www.nso.nl). The NSO is a 
project-based orchestra that is formed anew each year of approximately one 
hundred students of higher education institutions in the Netherlands. Although 
some of these students study at conservatories, the majority of them study 
something else and play an instrument in their free time. The only professionals 
involved are a conductor, a soloist, and a composer. Each year, the NSO performs 
a programme that combines large symphonic works with a new composition by a 
young Dutch composer. The orchestra rehearses and performs ten concerts within 
the month of February each year, traditionally ending their tour in the Amsterdam 
Concertgebouw.   

The innovation of participation  
The NSO was not selected as a case study, because the orchestra is not particularly 
focussed on the innovation of participation. Rather, I was curious to explore how 
an amateur orchestra organised itself and how it related to the discourses in 
professional practice. As it turned out, the NSO actively relates to similar themes 
as the other orchestras I studied. For example, each year, the orchestra plays a 
special concert for a good cause. In 2019, they, for example, performed one of their 
concerts for lonely elderly people. Moreover, as the NSO emphasises in its annual 
report, the orchestra, comprised of students, finds education important. During 
the rehearsal weeks, four local primary schools came to visit and were invited to 
try out instruments, and for their concerts, members of youth orchestras were 
given discount tickets (NSO, 2019: 28).  

Project: The 2019 programme ‘Overwin’   
The project that my fieldwork focussed on was the orchestra and concert series 
that the NSO created and performed in the 2018–2019 season. Because the NSO is 
a project-based orchestra, I could follow one of their annual cycles from beginning 
to end. In 2019, the theme of the programme was ‘Overwin’ (Conquer) and a 
hundred musicians were selected through auditions to play Shostakovich’s Seventh 
Symphony, Prokofiev’s Violin Concerto No. 1, and the new composition Barazah by 
Hawar Tawfiq. The orchestra was conducted by Arjan Tien, and the soloist was 
violinist Maria Milstein.   

I conducted fieldwork during auditions on 15 November 2018, during a rehearsal 
weekend on 15–16 December 2018, and at rehearsals and concerts between 5 
February 2019 and 15 February 2019. 
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philharmonie zuidnederland

 - Stefan Rosu (director) (2018). Interview with 
V. Spronck. 3 April, Maastricht. 

 - Roxanne Doyen (marketeer) (2018). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 25 April, 
Maastricht. 

 - Jos Roeden (artistic programmer) (2018). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 26 October, 
Maastricht.

 - Wim Henderickx (composer, conductor) 
(2018). Interview with V. Spronck. 27 
October, on Skype. 

 - Roger Niese (clarinettist) (2018). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 7 November, Maastricht.

 - Frank Nelissen (percussionist) (2018). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 9 November, 
Maastricht. 

 - Tim de Paepe, Marthe Schneider, and Lana 
Schneider (art collective playField) (2018). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 12 November, on 
Skype. 

 - Lisa Blok (double bassist) (2018). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 13 November, Maastricht. 

 - Werend Vrijlandt (production leader) (2018). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 23 November, 
Eindhoven. 

 - Masa Spaan (curator/programmer, previously 
worked for i-Classics) (2018). Interview with 
V. Spronck. 30 November, Amsterdam.

 - Erik Bosgraaf (recorder soloist, conductor) 
(2018). Interview with V. Spronck. 12 
December, on Skype.

 - Geertje Podevyn (violinist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 10 January, Maastricht.

 - Adeline van Campen (head of education 
department) (2019). Interview with V. 
Spronck. 19 February, Eindhoven.

Appendix C: Interviews
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Rotterdams Philharmonisch Orkest

 - George Wiegel (director) (2018). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 18 September, Rotterdam.

 - Katinka Reinders (head of education 
department) (2018). Interview with V. 
Spronck. 5 November, Rotterdam.

 - Floris Don (artistic programmer) (2018). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 6 November, 
Rotterdam. 

 - Martin Baai (innovator, former percussionist) 
(2018). Interview with V. Spronck. 6 
November, Rotterdam. 

 - André Heuvelman (innovator, trumpeter) 
(2018). Interview with V. Spronck. 20 
November, Rotterdam. 

 - Emile Zeldenrust (actor) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 24 April, Amsterdam.

 - Than van Nispen (composer) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 24 April, Utrecht. 

 - Bart van Oomen (director) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 13 May, Amsterdam.

 - Sander Teepen (conductor) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 14 May, Den Bosch. 

 - Marcel Geraeds (producer 3D animations) 
(2019). Interview with V. Spronck. 15 May, 
Utrecht. 

 - Eefje Habraken (violinist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 20 May, on Skype.
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Nederlands Studenten Orkest

 - Niek Wattel (cellist and board member) 
(2018). Interview with V. Spronck. 27 
September, Utrecht. 

 - Marlijn Peuker (violinist and board member) 
(2019). Interview with V. Spronck. 25 
January, Utrecht. 

 - Evert van Noord (bassoonist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 5 February, 
Someren. 

 - Jakob Grüter (double bassist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 6 February, 
Someren.

 - Sebastiaan ten Kate (timpanist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 6 February, 
Someren.

 - Lieuwe Mulder (cellist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 7 February, Someren.

 - Niek Bollemeijer (trombonist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 8 February, 
Someren.

 - Hawar Tawfiq (composer) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 8 February, Someren.

 - Ivo Lemken (tubaist) (2019). Interview with 
V. Spronck. 9 February, Someren.

 - Jolien Barto (violist) (2019). Interview with V. 
Spronck. 9 February, Someren.

 - Noah Stunt (violist and board member). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 9 March, on 
Skype. 

 - Arjan Tien (conductor). Interview with V. 
Spronck. 26 March, Maastricht. 
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Pynarello

 - Arno Stoffelsma (clarinettist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 13 May, Utrecht.

 - Merel Vercammen (violinist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 16 May, Utrecht. 

 - Thomas Pol (double bassist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 17 May, 
Amsterdam. 

 - Lonneke van Straalen (violinist and founder). 
(2019). Interview with V. Spronck. 27 May, 
Amsterdam. 

 - Lútsen de Vries (board member) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 27 May, 
Amsterdam. 

 - Olivia Doflein (violinist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 27 May, Amsterdam.

 - Julia Kleinsmann (violinist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 4 June, Amsterdam. 

 - Marije van der Ende (bassoonist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 7 June, 
Amsterdam. 

 - Emmeline Dessi (flautist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 12 June, on Skype. 

 -  Eugenie Ricard (bassoonist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 17 June, Aachen. 

 - Tom Wolfs (clarinetist) (2019). Interview 
with V. Spronck. 20 June, on Skype.

 - Geneviève Verhagen (cellist) (2019). 
Interview with V. Spronck. 25 June, 
Amsterdam.
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Impact paragraph

This dissertation analyses how symphony orchestras innovate audience participation 
in their everyday practices to better understand how norms and values are 
challenged as well as emergent in the process. I examined how, around the 
millennial turn, Dutch orchestras started to experiment with audience participation 
in new ways in response to the narratives of crisis that had gained a prominent 
role in political discussions – narratives with a newly found emphasis on the 
importance of broadening, diversifying, and engaging audiences. Whereas previous 
research has focused primarily on whether the innovation of audience participation 
is desirable, I combined insights from music sociology and Science and Technology 
Studies (STS) to analyse how symphony orchestras actually try to innovate audience 
participation in their everyday practices.   
 I conducted this research within the scope of the broader NWO/SIA-funded 
project Artful Participation: Doing Artistic Research with Symphonic Music 
Audiences. As I explained in Chapter 1, the project combined academic and artistic 
research, and was a collaboration between Maastricht University, Zuyd University 
of Applied Sciences, and philharmonie zuidnederland. My research was the 
academic component in the project: developing an empirical understanding of what 
Dutch symphony orchestras were already doing that would inform the experimental 
artistic research that the rest of the team conducted. In practice, the collaborative 
nature of the project meant I could observe what my findings implied for a 
symphonic orchestra early on. In what follows, I will briefly highlight the academic 
findings my research led to, the societal impact of the research – also by reflecting 
on its role in the broader project, and discuss how I plan to reach out to broader 
audiences.  

Academic impact 
The main objective of this dissertation was to develop an empirical understanding 
of what it means for symphonic orchestras to engage in the innovation of audience 
participation in their everyday practices, and to offer new insights into what such 
innovative participatory projects imply for the traditional understanding of 
aesthetic quality and the audience’s role in symphonic music. My research led to 
three intertwined main findings. I showed how the innovation of audience 
participation is a process that starts long before any concert takes place. Innovative 
projects require orchestras to question who becomes involved how and at what 
time during the organisational process. Consequently, these projects render visible 
again that audience participation is deeply intertwined with all the work orchestras 
do and does not exist separately from the presumed ‘aesthetic core’ of musical 
works. I showed that if orchestras want to innovate audience participation, they 
need to reflect anew on their existing aesthetic framework of routines, conventions, 
norms, and qualities, and acknowledge that more repertoires of quality than just 
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the traditional aesthetic can become important for arriving at a ‘good’ concert. The 
innovation of audience participation does not replace traditional concert formats, 
instead I found that such projects function as situations through which orchestras 
can reflect on their traditional organisation, norms, experiences, and quality 
standards, and expand them.  
  As I explained in section 6.3, my research contributes to existing literature 
in musicology and audience studies by moving beyond the common understanding 
of music practice as either aesthetic or social. Moreover, the empirical understanding 
of how audience participation is problematised, done, and (e)valuated in symphonic 
practice is also insightful for researchers who study the innovation of participation 
in different fields, such as science and politics, because the case of symphonic music 
offers insights into the normative tensions that the innovation of audience 
participation causes, and shows how such frictions can be empirically analysed, 
and how norms and values agnostically traced. Finally, my research leads to the 
methodological insight that practice-oriented research asks of researchers – like 
me – to actively question and unassume academic norms and values, and accept 
that new forms of ‘good’ research might emerge. This finding is particularly 
relevant for researchers who work at lectoraten (research centres) within Dutch 
hogescholen (universities of applied science), as these specialise in practice-oriented 
research and are constantly seeking to translate their work to education and 
professional practice. As a PhD candidate I was also part of and contributing to the 
Research Centre for Art, Autonomy and the Public Sphere, which offered me the 
opportunity to explore and experiment with what my insights meant for young 
musicians and other artists who are currently being trained. 
  During my PhD, I shared theoretical as well as methodological insights 
with academic communities by presenting my research at eight (inter)national 
conferences and symposia in the fields of STS, audience studies, artistic research, 
and during Classical:NEXT – a conference for classical music professionals. I was 
careful to share my findings with various academic audiences to bridge the different 
fields that my research relates to and seeks to make a contribution to. Furthermore, 
I gave nineteen presentations at local events at Maastricht University and Zuyd 
University of Applied Sciences, either alone about my PhD or together with 
colleagues about the broader Artful Participation project. Apart from that, I 
published a peer-reviewed article and a book chapter (Spronck et al., 2021; Spronck, 
forthcoming). In the upcoming period I will explore how and where this dissertation 
could best be published as a monograph.  

Societal impact 
As I argued in Chapter 6, my findings do not only have implications for academic 
researchers, but also for symphonic practice. I empirically showed that orchestras 
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can no longer routinely assume who should be involved in innovative projects and 
what is and is not aesthetic work when they innovate audience participation, 
because innovative projects unhinge the commonly presumed distinction between 
aesthetic core and social context. I concluded that the innovation of audience 
participation requires orchestras and cultural policymakers alike to develop new 
ways of evaluating that allow for a focus on process, and that orchestras have to 
create the practical conditions for experimentation and reflection in their practices. 
To share such findings with orchestral practitioners and the broader cultural sector, 
the Artful Participation team organised an online event on 20 October 2021.89 
During the event, the website www.artfulparticipation.nl was launched. This 
website presents the findings of the project as a whole: it shares findings from my 
PhD research, describes the experimental learning during concert-experiments 
that the postdoc and musician-researcher set up in collaboration with philharmonie 
zuidnederland, and outlines lessons learnt along the way. The website design 
invites its visitors to embark on a journey into audience participation from the 
perspective of one of five personas: as programmer, musician, marketeer, innovator, 
or audience member.   
  However, the societal impact of my research does not only lie in the findings 
that I can present now that the research is done, my research methods had an 
impact on orchestral practice too. The collaborative nature of Artful Participation 
meant that my PhD research found its ways into the everyday practices of 
philharmonie zuidnederland long before I was done writing this dissertation. For 
example, in the experiment The Learning Orchestra, orchestral staff and musicians 
worked to develop ‘études’ for innovative orchestral practice: exercises for 
practitioners that wish to rehearse how to do innovative projects.90 One of the 
groups created an étude, called the Listener, that was inspired by the ethnographic 
observations that I did in their practice two years earlier. Their étude invites 
orchestral practitioners to develop a different way of evaluating: it asks one 
orchestra member to follow an innovative project from start to finish as an outsider 
– to ask questions about what they do not understand, talk to colleagues they are 
usually not involved with, and write up and share their observations afterwards.91 
The étude shows that not only my conclusions but also my methods made a 
contribution to orchestral practice.   
  A final way in which my research has, or will have, an impact on orchestral 

89 Due to Covid-19, the event had to take place online. The benefit of that is that it was recorded and can be viewed 
online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rojTw9EM2qc&t=991s 

90 To learn more about The Learning Orchestra see: https://artfulparticipation.nl/experiments/the-learning-
orchestra/ 

91 To read more about the étude The Listener see: https://artfulparticipation.nl/etudes/the-listener/ 
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practice is through the organisation of new experimental concerts. Currently, 
philharmonie zuidnederland is exploring whether they can organise a new iteration 
of the experimental Empty Minds concert that I analysed. In my research, I 
investigated the difficulties that emerged in the original concert, and showed how 
and why the plans for the innovation of audience participation increasingly faltered 
throughout (see Chapter 4.5; and Spronck et al., 2021). Empty Minds 2.0 is planned 
for Spring 2023, and aims take into account my findings to learn from what was 
challenging in the original concert.   

Engaging a broader audience: research communication by sounding means?  
This dissertation is not only of interest for academic researchers or professionals 
in the symphonic music sector, it also speaks to cultuurliefhebbers: a general public 
with an interest in classical music. This interest already became apparent over the 
past year: postdoc Ties van de Werff and I were interviewed about our research 
by het Eindhovens Dagblad and Brabant Cultureel, and recently Peter Peters and I 
gave an interview to deKlank, the magazine for the audience of philharmonie 
zuidnederland.92 For that same magazine, I wrote a column entitled Luisteren als 
een etnograaf (Listening like an ethnographer) about my methods for conducting 
research on innovative orchestral practices (Spronck, 2021). In the midst of the 
first Covid-19 lockdown in 2020, I furthermore wrote a commentary that was 
published in the national Dutch newspaper Trouw in which I argued for more 
attention to how the lockdown and the move to online concerts not only hit 
professional performing artists, but also the sector’s audience members and 
amateur practitioners.93 Furthermore, in collaboration with the marketing and 
communication department of Maastricht University, I will write a press release 
that summarises the main findings of the dissertation in an accessible way that 
can be shared with national and regional media outlets. The aim of this press 
release is to gather media attention for the dissertation around the time of the 
public defence.    
 However, following from my conclusions about the changing role of 
researchers in collaborative research projects (see section 6.4), writing 
commentaries for and giving interviews to written media are of course not the 
only way in which researchers can share their work with a broader audience. At 
the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at Maastricht University, I was member of 
a group of researchers who explore how research communication can be done in 

92 Read the interview with the Eindhovens Dagblad here: https://tinyurl.com/yc68px4p And the article on Brabant 
Cultureel here: https://tinyurl.com/yckkkxsh (both in Dutch)

93 The commentary (in Dutch) can be read online here: https://www.trouw.nl/opinie/we-dreigen-het-cultuurpubliek-
te-vergeten~b55a6667/ 
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sensory, embodied ways. In 2020, our collective work was awarded a grant in the 
KNAW pilot-programme Science Communication by Scientists: Valued!94  Personally, 
I focussed on learning how to create sounding stories as a way of research 
communication over the past two years. This resulted in the podcast Kunstmatig 
(Artificial) which engages listeners in themes at the intersection of art and 
technology (>6000 listeners to date).95 Around the defence of this dissertation, we 
will publish a special episode on classical music and innovation.     
 Apart from an episode in this already existing podcast, I am currently 
exploring the option to make a radio or podcast documentary about the topic of 
this dissertation. In it, I would take listeners along in the journey of a symphony 
orchestra innovating audience participation by following one project from beginning 
to end, behind the scenes of an orchestra, just like I methodologically did in this 
PhD research. Along the way, the documentary shows how audience participation 
runs as a red thread through all the departments of the orchestra, and how the 
deliberate innovation of audience participation challenges existing ideas about the 
aesthetic quality of symphonic music – the main findings of this research. What 
better way to share these findings about a practice that is all about listening, than 
by inviting an audience to put on their headphones and listen.

94 Read more about our research communication work: https://samenweten.nl/project/sensory-stories-in-
digital-times/ 

95 I create the podcast Kunstmatig together with Rosa Wevers, PhD candidate at Utrecht University. For more 
information about the podcast, or to listen to it, see: www.kunstmatigdepodcast.nl 
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De relaties tussen symfonieorkesten en hun publiek worden de afgelopen twintig 
jaar steeds vaker bevraagd in het cultuurpolitieke discours. Het Nederlandse 
cultuurbeleid, dat de professionele symfonieorkesten grotendeels subsidieert, 
problematiseert de eenzijdige samenstelling van het publiek dat symfonische 
concerten trekken. Die eenzijdigheid, zo wordt gesteld door beleidsmakers, is te 
wijten aan de rol die het publiek traditioneel heeft tijdens deze concerten: als 
aandachtige luisteraars in stilte. Deze vorm van publieksparticipatie zou passief 
zijn en niet meer passen bij de samenleving van vandaag. Het cultuurbeleid stelt 
daarom maatregelen en subsidiecriteria op die orkesten aansporen om te gaan 
experimenteren met nieuwe vormen van publieksparticipatie. Reagerend op zulke 
maatregelen en reflecterend op hun maatschappelijke waarde zijn symfonieorkesten 
aan de slag gegaan om publieksparticipatie te innoveren, naast hun andere 
werkzaamheden. Dat is een complexe taak voor orkesten, want het is niet evident 
wat het betekent voor de esthetische waarde en kwaliteit van de uitvoering als het 
publiek bijvoorbeeld percussie-instrumenten mag bespelen of rondloopt tussen de 
musici tijdens het concert. Orkesten verhouden zich tot de probleemdefinities uit 
het cultuurbeleid, maar zijn zich ook bewust van hun rol als artistieke organisatie: 
hun uitvoeringen moeten van een hoog niveau zijn, ook in concerten die de rol van 
het publiek innoveren. In het inleidende hoofdstuk 1 bespreek ik dat onderzoekers 
die publieksparticipatie in klassieke muziek analyseren a priori veronderstellen 
wat ‘participatie’ zou moeten zijn en wat esthetische kwaliteit precies is. Hierdoor 
gaan ze vaak voorbij aan de complexiteit van de innovatie van publieksparticipatie 
in de praktijk: ze brengen niet in kaart hoe symfonieorkesten juist innovatieve 
projecten en bestaande esthetische normen in balans brengen. In wetenschap- en 
techniekstudies stellen onderzoekers dat ‘innovatie’ niet bestudeerd kan worden 
los van de context waarin het plaatsvindt: ze laten empirisch zien dat innovatie 
altijd gevormd wordt in samenspel met de lokale waarden, normen, routines en 
denkwijzen in een praktijk. Hierop voortbouwend richt ik me in dit proefschrift 
op het praktische, alledaagse werk van hedendaagse symfonieorkesten om daar te 
analyseren wat de innovatie van publieksparticipatie behelst. De vraag die centraal 
staat is: Hoe innoveren symfonieorkesten publieksparticipatie in hun praktijken, 
en hoe worden normen en waarden daardoor op de proef gesteld, maar ontstaan 
ze daarin ook?  
 In hoofdstuk 2 expliciteer ik het theoretische en methodologische raamwerk 
op basis waarvan ik die hoofdvraag ga onderzoeken. Ik bespreek hoe er in twee 
verschillende velden, musicologie en het multidisciplinaire ‘audience studies’, 
onderzoek wordt gedaan naar de relaties tussen symfonieorkesten en hun publiek 
en bied een kritisch perspectief op het werk in beide velden. Ik laat zien dat veel 
studies een onderscheid maken tussen symfonische muziek als sociale of als 
esthetische praktijk: de klassieke musicologie richt zich op de esthetische kwaliteit 
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van ideaaltypische muzikale werken, en audience studies houdt zich juist met name 
bezig met sociale publiekservaringen. Historische studies naar aandachtig luisteren 
in de concertzaal tonen dat ook de orkestpraktijk zelf de neiging heeft zo’n 
onderscheid tussen sociaal en esthetisch te maken. Sinds 1800 wordt de praktijk 
van symfonieorkesten gestructureerd door wat filosoof Lydia Goehr het 
‘werkconcept’ noemt. Geworteld in de idealistische esthetiek die zich in die tijd 
ontwikkelde worden muzikale werken gezien als autonome kunstwerken. Het 
autonome muzikale werk, als esthetisch ideaal, organiseert het esthetische 
standaardmodel waarin symfonieorkesten werken: het reguleert hoe muzikale 
werken gecomponeerd en uitgevoerd, maar ook beluisterd moeten worden. De rol 
van het publiek als aandachtige luisteraars is dus niet alleen een sociale norm, 
maar ook esthetisch relevant omdat ze nauw verbonden is met hoe symfonische 
muziek als kunst gezien wordt. Op het moment dat die publieksrol geïnnoveerd 
wordt, zet dat dus de normen en kwaliteitscriteria van dat standaardmodel op het 
spel. Om te kunnen onderzoeken hoe dat gebeurt, is het nodig om afstand te nemen 
van het dichotome begrip van muziek als of esthetische of sociale praktijk. 
Muzieksocioloog Antoine Hennion beargumenteert dat er daarvoor een nieuw 
kunstbegrip nodig is. Op basis van pragmatistische filosofie stelt hij voor om 
muziek niet te conceptualiseren als autonome kunstwerken, maar als work-to-be-
done (oeuvre à faire). Symfonische muziek als work-to-be-done wordt niet gemaakt 
en voltooid, maar continu tot een uitgebreider bestaan gebracht. Dit kunstbegrip 
is procesgericht en omvat zowel praktisch werk (het uitvoeren, repeteren, 
organiseren, luisteren) en het waarderingskader ervan: al die elementen vormen 
gezamenlijk het bestaan van symfonische muziek. Ik onderzoek wat het oplevert 
voor het bestuderen van de innovatie van publieksparticipatie als je symfonische 
muziek opvat als work-to-be-done. Methodologisch vraagt dit een kwalitatieve 
empirische aanpak die vertrekt vanuit symfonische muziekpraktijken en volgt hoe 
verschillende onderdelen van de praktijk samenhangen en hoe er in de praktijk 
zelf verbindingen en betekenissen worden gecreëerd. In dit proefschrift bouw ik 
voort op mediatietheorie zoals die in de recente muzieksociologie van Georgina 
Born, Antoine Hennion en Tia DeNora is ontwikkeld, en onderzoek binnen de 
wetenschap- en techniekstudies naar de innovatie van klassieke muziek om de 
innovatie van publieksparticipatie in symfonische muziekpraktijken te onderzoeken 
zonder het te vooronderstellen als een sociale of esthetische praktijk.  
  Het werk van orkesten speelt zich niet af in een vacuüm. Om ook de 
betekenis van de notie participatie niet te vooronderstellen, analyseer ik in 
hoofdstuk 3 hoe de relatie tussen symfonieorkesten en hun publiek wordt 
geproblematiseerd in het Nederlandse cultuurbeleid en welke definitie(s) het 
begrip participatie daarin kreeg. Sinds 1999 speelt de term participatie een centrale 
rol in de cultuurnota’s van het Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap 
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en in de adviezen van de Raad voor Cultuur. Ik betoog dat dit te verklaren valt 
omdat het cultuurbeleid teruggaat op het door Thorbecke geformuleerde adagium 
dat stelt dat de overheid geen oordelaar van de kunsten is. De overheid kan de 
kunst wel ondersteunen, maar dient zich neutraal op te stellen ten opzichte van 
haar esthetische kwaliteit. Toch moet de overheid keuzes maken, en als ze dat doet 
kan ze dus niet terugvallen op esthetische oordelen die juist centraal staan in het 
standaardmodel. Als oplossing wordt er nadruk gelegd op de maatschappelijke 
waarde van kunst en cultuur. Dit resulteert in een cultuurbeleid dat een balans 
moet vinden tussen de autonomie van culturele instellingen, hun maatschappelijke 
relevantie en de rol van de overheid – een driepoot aan spanningen die ik de 
Thorbecke-driehoek heb genoemd. Participatie lijkt de ideale term om de neutrale 
positie van de overheid ten opzichte van esthetische kwaliteit te garanderen, omdat 
de notie geassocieerd wordt met de maatschappelijke waarde van kunst en de 
overheid op basis daarvan dus wel probleemdefinities en mogelijk 
oplossingsrichtingen kan voorstellen. Mijn discoursanalyse laat echter zien dat 
participatie ook tot discussies leidt over de kwaliteitscriteria die het cultuurbeleid 
hanteert: deze blijken gestoeld op een specifieke conceptie van kunst die een 
esthetische kern verondersteld. Participatieve projecten die culturele organisaties 
zoals orkesten organiseren roepen vragen op over wat er wel en niet kan gelden 
als esthetische kwaliteit: ze passen niet goed binnen de strikte evaluatieve kaders 
die het cultuurbeleid normaliter hanteert. Participatie wordt dus niet alleen 
geproblematiseerd in het beleidsdiscours, de participatieve projecten zelf zorgen 
ervoor dat bestaande ideeën over esthetische kwaliteit bevraagd opnieuw moeten 
worden. Na mijn analyse van deze spanningen in het beleidsdiscours, richt ik me 
op de spanningen die de innovatie van participatie in de orkestpraktijk zelf 
veroorzaakt.   
  In hoofdstuk 4 analyseer ik op etnografische wijze hoe symfonieorkesten 
publieksparticipatie vernieuwen, en hoe deze projecten ook in de orkestpraktijk 
conventies en routines op de proef stellen. Dat valt op, zodra ik een metafoor serieus 
neem die historisch gezien gebruikt werd om het orkest als organisatie te duiden. 
In de achttiende en negentiende eeuw werd het symfonieorkest vaak vergeleken 
met een machine: een organisatie met verschillende onderdelen die op efficiënte, 
geroutineerde wijze tot een goed eindproduct komen. De hedendaagse orkest-
machine werkt echter niet langer naar één esthetisch eindresultaat toe – ze heeft 
verschillende doelen, waaronder de innovatie van publieksparticipatie. Ik onderzoek 
hoe de innovatie van publieksparticipatie het standaardmodel uitdaagt door drie 
projecten van verschillende orkesten te bestuderen alsof ze breaching experimenten 
zijn. Voortbouwend op de etnomethodologie van Harold Garfinkel ben ik 
geïnteresseerd in hoe de sociale regels, normen en conventies in een concertsituatie 
zichtbaar en daarmee bestudeerbaar worden als ze, al dan niet bewust, verstoord 
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worden. Ik laat zien dat het innoveren van publieksparticipatie niet alleen de rol 
van het publiek tijdens het concert verandert: materiële infrastructuur moet op 
andere manieren ingericht worden, artistieke verantwoordelijkheden herverdeeld, 
en prioriteiten opnieuw gesteld. Traditioneel gezien veronderstellen orkesten 
publieksparticipatie vaak als separaat onderdeel in hun machine. Net als in de 
beleidscontext, en voortbouwend op de idealistische esthetiek van het werkconcept, 
zijn orkesten gewend om een onderscheid te maken tussen de esthetische kwaliteit 
van het muzikale werk en de praktische zaken daar omheen. Ik concludeer echter 
dat de innovatie van publieksparticipatie niet alleen praktische en materiële 
routines in de orkestpraktijk op de proef stelt, maar daardoor juist ook de 
onderliggende ideeën over esthetische kwaliteit. Niet zozeer de innovatieve 
projecten, maar de neiging van orkesten om uit te gaan van een vaststaand idee 
van esthetische kwaliteit bleek tot fricties te leiden.   
 In hoofdstuk 5 betoog ik vervolgens dat het normatieve esthetische 
raamwerk waarin orkesten traditioneel gezien opereren, het standaardmodel, leidt 
tot de opvatting dat esthetische kwaliteit van een muzikaal werk of een uitvoering 
daarvan een vooraf vaststaand gegeven is waar naartoe gewerkt kan worden op 
basis van bekende esthetische normen zoals trouwheid aan de partituur en zuiver 
spelen. Dit kwaliteitsbegrip zorgt ervoor dat orkesten innovatieve concerten 
evalueren op basis van bestaande normen en kwaliteitscriteria. Voortbouwend op 
het werk van filosofen Donald Schön en John Dewey ga ik agnostisch op zoek naar 
hoe en waar kwaliteit en reflecties over wat kwaliteit is ontstaan in de orkestpraktijk 
op het moment dat publieksparticipatie vernieuwd wordt. Daartoe analyseer ik 
hoe orkestleden reflexief gebruik maken van verschillende kwaliteitsrepertoires 
– hun repertoires aan vaardigheden, kennis, handelingen en ideeën – als ze 
participatie innoveren. Op een praktisch niveau toon ik dat de orkestleden tijdens 
projecten die publieksparticipatie vernieuwen momenten tegenkomen waarop ze 
hun bestaande kwaliteitsrepertoires moeten uitbreiden. Ze hebben te maken met 
een publiek dat niet langer vooraf bekend is, en wiens rol ook niet al vaststaat. Het 
is de verantwoordelijkheid van de orkestleden om het publiek ‘aan boord’ te krijgen 
en te houden tijdens het concert en daardoor worden er andere vaardigheden, zoals 
bijvoorbeeld presenteren of acteren, esthetisch relevant om te leren. Op een 
conceptueel niveau concludeer ik dat het in innovatieve projecten niet meer vooraf 
bekend is wat ‘kwaliteit’ betekent, en wat wel en niet esthetisch werk (werk dat 
bijdraagt aan de kwaliteit van het concert) is. In plaats van dat ze naar een vooraf 
bekend type esthetische kwaliteit toewerken, zoeken orkestleden door te proberen, 
spelen, denken, fantaseren en repeteren onderweg uit hoe ze publieksparticipatie 
kunnen innoveren op een esthetisch betekenisvolle manier. De innovatieve 
projecten, zo toont mijn etnografische werk, nodigen orkestleden uit om te 
reflecteren op hun bestaande esthetische kader, met daarin hun eigen traditionele 
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normen en ideeën over wat een goed concert behelst, en om te verkennen hoe 
esthetische kwaliteit geen vaststaand gegeven is, maar ontstaat, verandert en wordt 
uitgebreid in hun praktijk.  
 In het concluderende hoofdstuk 6 bespreek ik hoe de focus van dit 
proefschrift op de dagelijkse praktijk van symfonieorkesten een noodzakelijke 
aanvulling op de bestaande discussies over en onderzoeken naar de innovatie van 
publieksparticipatie is. Alle drie de empirische hoofdstukken toonden op hun eigen 
manier dat zowel orkestpraktijken als cultuurbeleid de neiging hebben om 
publieksparticipatie te zien als los van de esthetische kern van symfonische muziek. 
In lijn met het esthetische standaardmodel veronderstellen ze een esthetisch ‘werk 
zelf’ en een sociale praktijk daarrond. Zodra symfonieorkesten echter beginnen te 
experimenteren met publieksparticipatie blijkt dat dit strikte onderscheid tussen 
esthetisch en sociaal niet langer werkt. Wanneer publieksparticipatie verandert, 
leidt dat tot onbekende situaties door het hele organisatieproces heen die het 
bestaande esthetische kader doen rammelen. In het beleidsdiscours leidt de notie 
tot spanningen en situaties waarin bestaande, helder afgebakende kwaliteitscriteria 
niet langer werken, en in de orkesten zelf blijkt dat ze opnieuw zullen moeten 
reflecteren op hun routines, normen, manieren van werken en van evalueren. Op 
basis van mijn onderzoek stel ik vast dat de innovatie van publieksparticipatie raakt 
aan de identiteit van een orkest als esthetische organisatie in de traditionele zin: 
het daagt symfonieorkesten uit om bestaande normen die een specifieke vorm van 
esthetische kwaliteit willen garanderen te bevragen, omdat die bestaande normen 
vaak niet langer functioneren in de nieuwe situaties die ontstaan. Als 
symfonieorkesten publieksparticipatie (willen) gaan innoveren, dan worden er 
meer kwaliteitsrepertoires van belang dan alleen het traditioneel esthetische. De 
innovatie van participatie vraagt dus om reflectie op de vraag wat eigenlijk een 
‘goed’ concert is. Door vernieuwende projecten empirisch te analyseren, toon ik in 
dit proefschrift dat de innovatie van participatie inherent onderdeel is van 
symfonische muziek als work-to-be-done omdat het niet alleen de orkesten, maar 
ook de muziek die ze spelen en de muzikale ervaringen die ze veroorzaken tot een 
uitgebreider bestaan brengt. 
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