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The Ideology of the Modern Concert Hall 

By Hazel Meades 

 

There have been many writings on the issue of exclusivity in the arts. Although Small (1998: 

41) deliberately excludes the word “elitism” from his seminal book Musicking on the basis 

that the term is too ideologically loaded to be used in rational argument, Johnson (2002: 89) 

suggests that the perceived elitism, or pretension, of art alludes to a certain authenticity. He 

argues that elitism is a result of both "genuine social inequalities" and "a definitive human 

aspiration to exceed the limits of oneself and one's immediate surroundings"; both of which 

can be maintained through the artifice of art (Johnson 2002: 89). 

 Frith (1996a: 114) explains the distinction between high and low art as the 

contradictory difference between “intellectual and sensual appreciation”, two factors of 

experience that are combined in reality but separated through ideology. Williams (1998) 

touches upon this reductive approach towards the artistic aesthetic in a broader sense in his 

writings on the analysis of culture, proposing that both art and the society it originates within 

must be understood as part of the larger organisation of culture. He argues that “It is then 

not a question of relating the art to the society, but of studying all the activities and their 

interrelations, without any concession of priority to any one of them we may choose to 

abstract”, defining culture holistically as a “study of relationships between elements in a 

whole way of life” (Williams 1998: 51, 52). Small (1998) translates this methodological 

approach into musical terms through his analysis of a symphony concert, suggesting that 

the act of "musicking" can include not only the work of the performer and/or composer, but 

the audience response, influence of stewards on the door, and work of roadies and cleaners 

whose work primarily occurs before and after the event itself (Small 1998: 9). 

The western concert hall is, perhaps, a prime musical example of exclusivity in the 

arts; yet this is a relatively modern perception (Cressman 2012: 9). Goehr (1992: 121) 

proposes that the concept of a musical "work", and the associated serious nature of 

classical music, emerged as late as the 19th-century in response to the newly formed 

romantic approach to art. Prior to this development, it was not uncommon for listeners to talk 

during performances and move around the auditorium (Cressman 2012: 9; Weber 1997: 

681), behaviour which would be frowned upon today. The romantic approach to art 

transformed the music listening experience into "an act of aesthetic devotion" (Cressman 

2012: 10), an ideology accompanied by the regulative action of those who commanded the 

musical organisations and institutions of the time (Cressman 2012: 190). Indeed, Weber 

(1997: 678) highlights how the newfound focus on attentive listening is still largely prevalent 

in today's approach to classical music, to the extent that the analyses of present-day history 
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scholars view music listening practices through this ideological filter, leading some to 

dismiss or ridicule historical listening practices on the almost unconscious basis of 

aesthetics. 

Small’s (1998) analysis of the Western concert hall experience additionally highlights 

the symbolic nature of the venue. He associates the development of the concert hall with 

that of the prosperous middle-class, and “countries and cities that wish to signal their entry 

into the “developed” world” (Small 1998: 19). This suggests that the modern concert hall is 

the embodiment of wealth and cultural development, and therefore an important resource for 

fostering cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984). 

Cultural capital accrued by the concert hall may be fuelled through the intrinsic links 

of social capital obtained via its visiting community, and the economic capital generated by 

the institution itself. The cumulative realisation of this is recognised by Turrini, O’Hare and 

Borgonovi (2008: 77), who note the “invisible” increase in cultural capital for both the 

institution and individual listeners, and this link may be further nurtured by individuals who 

actively seek out the high prestige associated with cultural capital. Dimaggio and Useem 

(1978: 155) suggest that such individuals are more likely to be higher managerial 

professionals, a claim supported by the survey results of the present study. This supports 

Bourdieu’s (1984: 18) assertion that musical taste is inevitably linked to social class and, 

hence, Dimaggio and Useem’s (1978: 146-149) suggestion of education contributing to the 

class differentiation of high and low art. Perhaps, then, it is only natural for a particular 

demographic of audience members to fill auditorium seats. 

The typical concert hall demographic is small and relatively homogenous (Crawford 

et al 2014: 498). Small (1998: 41, 188) highlights numerous surveys which depict the 

concert hall audience as white, well-educated, middle-class individuals, usually over a 

certain age. Burland and Pitts (2016: 22) expand upon Small’s original overview by including 

students, retired couples, fans of the performer, local arts supporters, and curious 

newcomers to the venue; but research still overwhelmingly supports Small’s audience 

profile, suggesting that only a small, ageing subset of society attend concert hall events 

(Harland and Kinder 1999). Could this demographic result be attributed to elitism?  

Kolb (2001) offers several potential explanations for the lack of youth and BAME 

attendance at the concert hall, suggesting that youths don’t acquire the “attendance habit” 

like previous generations (p. 1); that the European-derived style and heritage of 

performance may be unappealing for BAME individuals (p. 20); and that the elitist 

perception of classical music excludes newcomers (p. 6). While there is limited empirical 

evidence to support Kolb’s (2001) cultural explanation for low BAME attendance - Small 

(1996, cited in Kolb 2001: 5), for example, notes that the associated prestige of Western 

classical music led numerous Asian cities to “boast a symphony orchestra” - there is some 
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evidence to suggest that both a lack of exposure to the arts from a young age and elitist 

perceptions of concert hall music are valid explanations for the uniform concert hall 

demographic (e.g: Dimaggio and Useem 1978; Harland and Kinder 1999).  

Of these 2 factors, research suggests that the effect of perception on attendance is 

highly influential. Exposure to the arts may be broadly beneficial in encouraging 

psychological wellbeing in individuals (Knell and Taylor 2011: 23-24), but whether early 

exposure encourages future attendance at concert hall events is dependent upon the 

individual experience of the environment. 

 Harland and Kinder (1999: 85) suggest that over-exposure to the arts can be as 

unhelpful as under-exposure, and propose that concert hall attendance is affected by both 

psychological and physical barriers. Audience composition can be influenced by a variety of 

factors such as public perception, cost (e.g. travel and childcare), availability, and venue 

accessibility (Harland and Kinder 1999: 13). Practical issues such as cost and transport can 

be addressed by venues with relative ease (e.g. offering discounted tickets) but 

psychological barriers, such as a “feeling of alienation” may form a pervasive issue in 

attracting a diverse audience (Harland and Kinder 1999: 25). As Frith (1996a: 114) 

suggests, the “high/low distinction doesn’t really concern the nature of the art object, or how 

it is produced, but refers to different modes of perception”. 

Such psychological barriers undoubtedly stem from an unfamiliarity with the 

atmosphere and implicit rules of the concert hall. Pitts (2005: 257) argues that even the 

building’s architecture is designed to preserve the audience-performer boundary, echoing 

Small’s (1998: 29) claim that the concert hall is a social construction built to preserve the 

desirable status quo of relationships within that environment: the isolation of the stage 

confines the idolised performer and passively reverent audience to their respective positions 

in the auditorium, and creates a sense of fixed detachment ideal for the activity of critical 

listening and appreciation. Stockfelt (2004: 90) similarly highlights that social convention 

within the music venue is key to conduct, and the environment associated with different 

musical genres can influence their reception: “’how you are seated‘ says more about the 

music that will be performed than a poster does”. Unfortunately, as Dobson and Pitts (2011) 

highlight in their study of first-time concert attenders, the strict, yet largely implicit, rules of 

musical appreciation found in the presentation of Western classical music - values 

reinforced and maintained by the layout of the hall itself (Cressman 2012: 11) - can be off-

putting to newcomers. A pattern of expectations, thinking and behaviour relate to the genre 

of music in any performance context, but the manner in which these come to fruition in the 

concert hall ritual can have a significant impact upon those who attend.  

It is not music which dissuades attendance; in fact, there is evidence to suggest that 

individuals interested in classical music are far more diverse demographically speaking than 
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the typical concert hall audience (Kolb 2001: 2, 6), but the reputational context in which the 

music is performed. The exclusive reputation linked to this classical music ideology is easily 

found within the modern concert hall and makes it difficult for the genre and associated 

venue to diversify audiences (Kolb 2001: 6).  

This issue of outreach and audience diversity is further complicated by the 

constraints of the present arts climate in the wake of austerity and Brexit. Cuts to funding, in 

addition to the difficulty classical music already experiences in finding large audiences (Kolb 

2001: 6), mean that institutions must adapt their artistic priorities and agendas to remain 

financially successful (Rimmer 2018: 3). The response to these financial developments can 

be easily observed via the programming and marketing materials of the concert hall; 

institutions may branch out into different genres in order to maintain their popularity or, 

alternatively, they may place more programming emphasis on musical experiences that 

capitalise upon the reliable, albeit homogenous audience already known to the venue.  

Nevertheless, some musical groups actively recognise the ideological barrier to 

attendance and make efforts to remove it. The London Symphony Orchestra (LSO), for 

example, offers a popular series of informal lunchtime concerts for those curious but 

unfamiliar with classical music: refreshments are provided, and audience members are 

encouraged to ask questions (London Symphony Orchestra 2019). This serves to create an 

inclusive, relaxed atmosphere for newcomers. These concerts operate on the basis of 

providing cultural capital while breaking down the ideology that manifests within the concert 

hall space, reducing perceptions of musical alienation in the process. This suggests that the 

physical shape and accompanying expectations of the concert hall building do not have to 

necessitate the exclusive atmosphere associated with the concert hall experience. The 

example set by the LSO serves to emphasise the importance of the performance context 

itself in contribution to musical perception and the individual’s overall experience of the 

event (Dobson and Pitts 2011: 355-356).  

Clearly, a reciprocal relationship exists between the physical performance space (i.e. 

auditorium, pub etc.), the nature of the music itself (i.e. genre, performer behaviour, etc.) 

and those who form the audience; these factors come together to create the holistic cultural 

experience and expectations of performance. However, while Small (1998) and Williams 

(1998) recognise the importance of adopting a holistic approach to culture that takes this 

complexity into account, few studies have analysed the interrelation of these factors in 

depth. Frith (1996a: 112), for example, highlights how musical activity produces different 

forms of musical identity, but neglects to address the physical space where this activity 

takes place, and Burland and Pitts (2016: 179) state that  
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Adopting a holistic approach to audience research which considers these elements 

as intertwined is one of the challenges of future research in this area, but one which 

should lead to a deeper and more meaningful insight into the value and power of live 

music.  

 

Therefore, the present study aims to address the issue of musical exclusivity in the concert 

hall through exploring the complexity of intertwined factors that combine to produce the 

culture and outreach of my hometown community concert hall, a venue uniquely positioned 

to address the gap in audience demographics. 

Undertaking fieldwork in one’s home environment is a relatively recent trend in 

ethnomusicological study. Nevertheless, Nettl (2005: 189) suggests that applying the 

techniques and methodology of ethnomusicology to one’s own musical culture is the next 

logical step in the field. The “ethnomusicology at home” approach combines applied and 

native ethnomusicology to advance our understanding of how music operates in one’s own 

backyard (Stock 1997: 18), and the trend has led several scholars to turn away from the 

traditional examination of the cultural “Other” in favour of an inward focus on familiar musical 

cultures. In the case of scholars such as Nettl (1995) and Kingsbury (1988), this has led to 

in-depth explorations of Western musical culture, often from within the institution such music 

originates from. The present study contributes towards this body of research. 

My fieldwork took place over a 4-month period (February to May 2019) at Saffron 

Hall. I volunteered at 17 events and attended 12 events as an audience member, 

conducting a series of informal interviews and observations from the perspectives of 

audience members and volunteer stewards. I also distributed a survey at a world music and 

classical music event respectively to investigate patterns in audience behaviour at events 

with very different socio-musical expectations, and analysed the construction of the concert 

hall programme for 3 different seasons. My tactic of perspective switching between 

audience and volunteer roles allowed me to investigate the manifestation of concert hall 

ideology on both cognitive and structural levels of social capital (Krishna and Shrader 1999: 

9-10) - I explored the structural systems in place to create and sustain the ideology of the 

space (e.g: programming decisions, social norms that govern volunteer steward practice, 

etc.), and observed how these norms played out during events (i.e: audience response). My 

mixed methods approach combined ethnography and quantitative analysis to determine 

basic patterns in audience experiences and concert hall programming, while simultaneously 

teasing out the complexity of the deeper reasons behind the development, presentation and 

variation of these patterns.  

My research primarily aimed to explore audience demographic composition, how 

musical ideologies manifest within the space (i.e: what happens when non-classical music is 
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performed in a classical music venue?), and the extent to which the venue met its mission 

statement of enriching diverse communities through the arts, given its unusual set up. 

 

The Beginnings of Saffron Hall 

Saffron Hall is a state-of-the-art concert hall situated in the small market town of Saffron 

Walden, in Essex. The hall is unique in the sense that it was constructed as part of the 

Saffron Walden County High School (SWCHS) site, resulting in an impressive acoustic 

space which is physically attached to a local comprehensive school.  

The creation of the “award-winning 740-seat venue” (Saffron Hall n.da) was made 

possible by an anonymous donation of £10m thought to be “the largest gift of its kind to a 

state school” (Saffron Hall Trust n.d), received and distributed via the Saffron Walden-based 

Yellow Car Charitable Trust. The aim of the donor was to:  

 

start a debate about individual charitable giving in state schools, as well as providing 

a world-class facility at a state school that would impact on all areas of the school’s 

activities and those of many primary and other secondary schools in the region 

(Saffron Hall 2018a) 

 

 Indeed, marketing material for the hall places an emphasis on the venue's enriching 

community value, offering “neighbourhood partnerships” to businesses as a form of 

advertisement in programmes. These values are also reflected in various community 

projects run by or in conjunction with the hall, the latest being the intergenerational “Lost 

Letters Project” which, at the time of writing, will culminate in a celebrative showcase at the 

hall in July 2019. The Saffron Hall website describes the venue’s mission statement thusly:  

 

In its fifth full season Saffron Hall continues to realise its aim – to be a trail-blazing 

model of state school and community music provision, producing outstanding events 

with world-class artists, inspiring through music and the arts. (Saffron Hall n.da) 

 

As a long-time Saffron Walden resident, discussions of the hall’s planning and 

practical development were a constant background presence throughout the later years of 

my education at SWCHS. Planning for the concert hall was initially rejected on the basis of 

perceived parking difficulties, and I can recall the headmaster of the time urging parents to 

support his new proposal over email. The hall officially opened in 2013 when I began my A 

levels, and was proudly shown off to prospective students at open evenings. In 2014, 

Angela Dixon (previously Head of Music at the Barbican) was appointed as the new director 
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of the Saffron Hall Trust, and the hall's second season was treated as an opening launch in 

conjunction with a new logo and marketing campaign (Smith 2016). 

Despite the inevitable synergy between SWCHS and Saffron Hall, the two institutions 

operate separately in business terms. This was a factor that became almost immediately 

apparent to me through both my mother’s anecdotes from working as a school catering 

assistant during the day, and from when I first started volunteering at the venue in February 

2014. It was re-emphasised during my 2019 volunteer induction for this research; my 

inductor informed me that hall personnel can only take control of the box office area after 

5pm (once the school has finished using it as a reception), and I learned that other practical 

details of the venue, such as the temperature of the hall1 and which doors are locked, are 

influenced by school use during the week.  

Consequently, collaboration between the organisations is valued and necessary, but 

often fraught with practical difficulties due to the inescapable fact that the venue is a shared 

space used for multiple purposes. As a SWCHS student, for example, I experienced the hall 

as a space in which assemblies, career fairs, and extracurricular performances took place; 

the latter element of which is certainly still true today based on the timetable for musical 

extracurriculars provided on the SWCHS website (Saffron Walden County High School 

2019), and the continuing success of the Saffron Music Academy2 and the Saffron Centre 

For Young Musicians (SCYM)3. In contrast, the majority of events hosted by Saffron Hall are 

listed on its website according to musical genre, albeit with the following exceptions: 

“SWCHS Event”, “Christmas”, “Spoken Word”, “Family”, “Dance” and “Thoughts & Talks” 

 

1
 The temperature varies to the extent that blankets are stashed in the cloakroom. On one notable 

occasion a technical problem meant that the heating had to be controlled from a locked and alarmed 

part of the school which, unfortunately, the hall was unable to access during events. 

2
 The Music Academy was opened in September 2014 as part of SWCHS sixth form. It grants pupils 

free access to concerts, masterclasses, and other musical opportunities in the hall. 

3
 SCYM is a Saturday school which was launched in October 2015. It is run by Saffron Hall in 

collaboration with Guildhall School of Music and Drama and Essex Music Education Hub (Nott, n.d). 

SCYM displaced the previously available SWCHS Music School programme, whose teaching staff, 

with some consternation, subsequently relocated to the local town arts centre. 
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(Saffron Hall n.da). Note the distinct SWCHS category, not to be confused (as one audience 

member did) with Saffron Walden Choral Society (SWCS) events.  

Similarly, in the hall’s 53-page season brochure for Spring 2018/19, events hosted by 

SWCHS are listed on a single page. Saffron Hall’s relationship with SWCHS is often 

highlighted on social media and promotional material by both organisations, but finer details 

such as this serve to highlight that they operate practically and ideologically as 2 separate 

entities. The school explicitly functions for the purpose of education, whereas Saffron Hall 

has a much broader scope.  

The Saffron Hall 2019 volunteer handbook lists the hall’s 3 main event types as: 

“Own Promotion”, “Hire”, and “Learning and Participation”. The first 2 event types are 

primarily concerned with the hall being able to function successfully as a music venue, from 

both a financial and reputational perspective, but the final event type references educational 

values which may frequently overlap with that of SWCHS. Events that fall into this category 

include initiatives such as “Together in Sound”, a music therapy programme launched in 

collaboration with Anglia Ruskin University (Saffron Hall 2017), various school performances 

and workshops and the “Lost Letters Project” (Saffron Hall 2018b).  

An additional layer of financial complexity is added to the situation by the fact that the 

Saffron Hall Trust is a registered charity and operates as a non-profit, receiving "no 

substantial regular funding from either local authority or Arts Council" (Thraves 2019). 

Indeed, the membership booklet notes that “ticket sales cover less than 25% of our costs” 

(Saffron Hall, n.dc). Consequently, the organisation relies heavily on volunteers and 

capitalises upon the goodwill of its audience to sustain and promote its existence and 

mission.  

In summary, Saffron Hall is a venue faced with the challenge of enriching lives and 

attracting new and diverse audiences in a manner not dissimilar to other concert halls, but 

the venue must also maintain its community charm so as not to be displaced within the 

school and the wider Saffron Walden environment. Saffron Hall must navigate the balance 

of attracting the global while representing and encapsulating the local.  
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Musical Enrichment Through Programming 

Perhaps the most obvious way to explore the hall’s approach to this challenge is through 

analysis of the Saffron Hall programme4. The role of programming manager is to satisfy 

audiences with both familiar and unfamiliar material, including traditional and new music, 

while simultaneously maintaining the reputation of the organisation they represent (Turrini, 

et al 2008: 75-77), a role which is complicated by the launch of a new venue in a relatively 

unknown area. In the context of Saffron Hall, this role was taken on by executive chief 

Angela Dixon. 

I chose to compare the 2014/15 programme, spring 2018/19 programme, and 

autumn 2019/20 programme to provide a general timeline of how programming has changed 

at Saffron Hall, and to determine what is typical for the venue in the present arts climate. 

The 2014/15 programme was the earliest programme available online, detailing the second 

season of Saffron Hall but its first season with the present director (it also contained several 

events that I worked or volunteered at during my time in SWCHS sixth form); the 2018/19 

programme provides official details of the events during which I conducted the majority of 

my fieldwork; and the 2019/20 programme details future events for the following season. I 

analysed each programme in terms of genre distribution, event type, and event host. 

Unfortunately, I was unable to interview the executive chief, and have subsequently drawn 

upon online resources and interviews with her that are featured on the Saffron Hall website. 

This allowed me to garner insights into how she may have approached this challenge.  

 

Genre Distribution 

Genre distribution was measured according to how frequently each musical genre occurred 

within the programme. The category "mixed" is used to refer to events where several 

different genres of music were performed (as was often the case for SWCHS events), and 

the category “Other” refers to musical genres which occurred with a frequency of less than 

5% within the overall programme. 

 

4 Digital copies of Saffron Hall programmes from 2014 to the present day can be found here: 

https://issuu.com/saffronhallsw. 

 

https://issuu.com/saffronhallsw
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 The 2014/15 

programme was 

characterised by 

71.1% of the 

programme being 

classical music, with 

other common 

genres including 

opera, soundtrack 

music (often with a 

deliberate emphasis 

on visuals) and 

mixed music performances (see figure 1). Genres in the “Other” category included jazz and 

contemporary music. These statistics imply that the early approach to programming heavily 

focused on classical music. Although the hall was built with multipurpose usage in mind, to 

the point where acoustic panels can be adjusted for different performances, emphasis in the 

hall's first official year of programming took advantage of famous classical performers such 

as John Lill to establish the venue’s reputation and draw in an audience. Programming 

began by utilising performers who best demonstrated the quality of the classical concert hall 

acoustic. 

The 2018/19 programme was characterised by 49.2% of events involving classical 

music, but also featured jazz, 

folk and mixed music (see 

figure 2). The increase of 

genres such as jazz and folk is 

unsurprising considering the 

launch of the monthly foyer 

jazz and folk clubs in autumn 

2017/18 and foyer jazz club 

events in spring 2017/18. In 

retrospect, the introduction of 

the respective foyer clubs is a 

natural step when I reflect upon a volunteer social event I attended in 2014. The session 

ended with a Q&A between the executive chief and the volunteer workforce of the time: 

 

Here were some of the answers people got to their questions...While some of the 

programming is down to personal preference most of it is down to what sells well and 

Figure 1 – Genre distribution for the 2014/15 Saffron Hall 
programme. 

Figure 2 – Genre distribution for the 2018/19 spring programme. 
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classical does that. Plus it's best for the acoustic. Angela needs to get the place 

running as a business first and then she'll branch out into different genres such as 

jazz and see how that does. Everything at the Saffron Hall is pretty exclusive so far. 

(Diary entry, 12 September 2014)  

 

In addition to the increased frequency of folk and jazz events, “Other” was the 

second most commonly occurring category for the spring 2018/19 programme, suggesting a 

wider variety of musical genres in 2018/19 than in 2014/15. “Other” included genres such as 

world music, musicals, hip-hop, soundtrack music and contemporary music. This variety 

suggests that Saffron Hall was able to successfully establish itself from a financial and 

reputational standpoint since its launch in 2013, enabling the venue to branch out into a 

broader, perhaps more commercially risky, variety of genres that would not necessarily be 

found in the concert hall setting otherwise.  

 The 2019/20 programme was characterised by 46.9% of events involving classical 

music, with other common genres including jazz, mixed music, folk, contemporary music 

and opera. Genres in the “Other” category included choral music (see figure 3). This 

programme again demonstrates the variety of musical genres performed at the hall, but still 

shows that the majority of events are classical. 

 In the case of all 

three programmes, 

classical music was 

the most frequently 

occurring genre, 

though its presence 

steadily decreased 

over the time periods 

analysed. This pattern 

is unsurprising, given 

the traditional use of 

such an acoustic, and 

the fact that acclaimed classical performances sold well according to the executive chief. 

Nevertheless, the increase in genres such as jazz, folk and mixed music performances 

illustrate the slowly diversifying nature of Saffron Hall repertoire. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 – Genre distribution for the autumn 2019/20 programme. 
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Event Type  

Event type was measured according to how frequently each event type, as categorised on 

the Saffron Hall website (it is worth noting that there is considerable overlap between 

musical genre and event type titles), occurred within each programme. The “Other” category 

refers to event types which occurred in the programmes with a frequency of less than 5%.  

 The 2014/15 

programme is characterised by 

a wide variety of event types 

(see figure 4), a trend not 

entirely unexpected from a 

musical venue which was still 

finding its feet after its 2013 

launch. Orchestral concerts 

occurred with most frequency 

at 25.5%, but other event types 

were split relatively evenly 

between eight types of event including chamber music, coffee concerts, SWCHS events, 

and so on. Event types in the “Other” category included jazz events and seasonal events.  

 Similarly, the 

2018/19 

programme also 

featured a wide 

variety of event 

types with “Other” 

being the most 

common category 

at 31.1%, including 

over 12 different 

event types (see 

figure 5). SWCHS 

events were the 

second most frequent category, followed by orchestral concerts, foyer events, chamber 

music and dance events. This variety of event types could be interpreted to reflect the 

inclusive audience aims of the hall, and this is partly shown through the division of events 

according to musical genre on the Saffron Hall website; the spring 2018/19 programme was 

announced and described in terms of four categories: "Classical Music", "Jazz, Folk and 

World Music", "Dance", and "Community, Learning and Participation" (Saffron Hall 2018c). 

Figure 5 – Event type distribution for the 2018/19 spring programme. 

Figure 4 - Event type distribution for the 2014/15 programme. 
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These categories include a wide variety of events, but their categorisation suggests a 

marked perceptual division between the default genre of traditional concert hall music and 

musical genres that fall outside of this category.  

 The 2019/20 programme features the widest variety of commonly occurring event 

types out of all three programmes, with orchestral concerts occurring most frequently at 

25.6%, followed by eight other event types (see figure 6). The “Other” category included 

choral events, soloist events and foyer talks, the latter of which was a new event type 

introduced in this programme. Indeed, the growing presence of the "Thoughts & Talks" 

category is reflected in the promotional material on the website, which categorises the new 

programme of events in terms of "Classical Music", "Jazz and Folk", "Thoughts & Talks" and 

"Take Part" (Saffron Hall 2019a), redefining the divisions highlighted in the 2018/19 

programme. Although the distinction between classical music and non-classical music is 

maintained, no reference is made to world music in this programme. This suggests that, 

while event types within these categories have been expanded upon, the same is perhaps 

not as true for the diversity of musical genres present within the programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Event Host 

The organisational host responsible for presenting each event was identified in the 

programmes and measured according to percentage frequency. The “Other” category refers 

to event hosts which occurred with a frequency lower than 5%. 

Figure 6 - Event type distribution for the 2019/20 autumn programme. 
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The 2014/15 

programme featured a 

variety of event hosts but 

the most frequent was 

Saffron Hall, hosting 

62.5% of events (see 

figure 7). This was 

followed by SWCHS and 

the Saffron Walden 

Symphony Orchestra 

respectively hosting 10% 

of events, and Saffron Walden Choral Society and Words in Walden (a series of talks that 

are arranged and take place locally) respectively hosting 7.5% of events. Hosts within the 

“Other” category included Saffron Opera group. The presence of Saffron Walden-based 

event hosts meets the hall’s mission statement in terms of providing community music 

opportunities, and the majority presence of the hall itself as an event host is unsurprising 

considering that the venue was most likely still testing the waters in its second year of 

programming. 

The 2018/19 

programme again featured 

Saffron Hall as the most 

frequent event host, with 

the venue hosting 66.2% 

of events (see figure 8). 

This was followed by 

SWCHS at 21.1%, and 

the “Other” category at 

12.7%. The “Other” 

category included 

Saffron Walden 

Symphony Orchestra, Saffron Walden Choral Society, Waltham Singers, London Gala 

Orchestra, Britten Sinfonia and Cambridge Philharmonic, illustrating a host outreach that 

begins to extend beyond Saffron Walden to other nearby communities, but events are still 

primarily hosted by the venue itself. 

Figure 7 – Event host distribution for the 2014/15 programme. 

Figure 8 – Event host distribution for the 2018/19 spring 
programme. 
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This trend is shown to 

continue into the 2019/20 

programme with Saffron Hall 

again hosting the majority of 

events at 81.1% (see figure 9). 

This was followed by the “Other” 

category at 8.1%, Britten 

Sinfonia, and Saffron Hall in 

association with the English 

Touring Opera. The “Other” 

category included Saffron 

Walden Symphony Orchestra, Words in Walden and Saffron Opera Group. Reference to 

SWCHS is still made in the programme, but specific SWCHS events are no longer 

mentioned. 

In conclusion, Saffron Hall has, unsurprisingly, remained the most common event 

host throughout years of programming, though it is not uncommon for the hall to host events 

in association with other organisations and for community groups to take precedence in the 

booking procedure. This is supported by a statement on the “Performance” section of the 

Saffron Hall website:  

 

Our booking system for performances prioritises our events, followed by events held 

by our partners... Due to the scarcity of available rental dates for performances, we 

are selective in the projects we accommodate. We offer Hall to those projects with 

the most suitable size, profile or acoustic (Saffron Hall n.dd).  

 

Given the hall’s active attempts to partner with local businesses, and general aim to 

promote music within the community of Saffron Walden, it is safe to assume that "profile" 

may refer to the locality of the groups that utilise the hall, in addition to the size of audience 

the group is likely to attract. Therefore, local music groups tend to feature second most 

frequently as event hosts in the data, but this locality often extends to nearby communities 

outside of Saffron Walden, including ensembles from Cambridge and London with a known 

reputation for high quality classical music. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 – Event host distribution for the 2019/20 autumn 
programme. 
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Limitations 

My analysis is limited in part by the difficulty of defining genre and classifying event type. 

Event categories are difficult to distinguish between and are not always as distinct as the 

options presented on the Saffron Hall website. Events often fell under more than one 

category and this crossover was difficult, though not impossible, to account for in my 

analysis. 

In addition, it is important to note that my analysis of these initial programmes is not 

necessarily reflective of the programming reality during the season. Events are often added 

or cancelled during the season. “Peppa Pig: My First Concert” for example, was added to 

the upcoming 2019/20 programme, and was popular to the extent that volunteers were 

reminded of its dates in volunteer briefings at events otherwise unrelated to the new 

upcoming season. Similarly, audience members also had a significant influence on the 

number of programmed events available to them (e.g: more sessions of “Family Jam: 

Drums” were added to meet popular demand). In contrast, cancellations and programme 

adjustments were usually a consequence of logistical issues; Paul Lewis, for example, was 

unable to perform due to injury. In addition to this, SWCHS undoubtedly continues to 

organise events at the hall in 2019/20, but these events are not mentioned in the Saffron 

Hall programme.  

Therefore, my analysis provided a useful starting point in terms of what the hall 

aimed to achieve with its programming but was not necessarily representative of the 

practical reality and flexibility of the season. Further ethnographic exploration was necessary 

to explore the deeper complexities of my conclusions. 

 

  



Hazel Meades         Ethnomusicology Major Project 10/9/19 

17 

In the Field: Familiarisation with the Concert Hall Ritual 

Nettl’s (1995) study of an American music school describes approaching the western 

classical scene from the ethnomusicological viewpoint of an E.T., with an aim to completely 

renew one’s understanding of socio-cultural context in the field. However, my personal 

history was so deeply entwined with my chosen venue of study that I found myself 

completely unable to disconnect my present experience from the past. Instead of 

approaching the concert hall experience as a newcomer, I found myself examining old diary 

entries and comparing my past experiences of the venue to the present. The disadvantage 

this familiarity with the environment was that I was prone to making unconscious 

assumptions about its functioning. However, my anachronistic role as an “old newcomer” to 

Saffron Hall held advantages too, as sharing past experiences at the venue often 

encouraged informants to open up and share their own insights.  

Instead of reconstructing my view of the venue from scratch, I co-constructed an 

evolution of Saffron Hall through discussion with volunteers, exploration of hall promotional 

materials, and recording my observations. I managed my conduct in a similar fashion to 

Nettl (1995: 11): I listened to conversations, eavesdropped on audience member 

exchanges, and read numerous programmes for different musical events. I aimed to 

authentically experience the workings of the hall both from behind-the-scenes as a volunteer 

coming to understand how events are managed by the Front of House team, and from within 

the auditorium as an audience member.  

Although my initial research plan had been to specifically engage in conversation 

with audience members, I found myself gravitating towards fellow volunteers, partly out of 

situational familiarity, but also out of intrigue. Each volunteer had an interesting story to tell, 

whether it concerned their own lives or was one of many concert hall anecdotes they had 

collected through volunteering. The volunteer workforce had an unsurprisingly vested 

interest in music, with most having played an instrument and several actively involved in arts 

groups. One volunteer, who worked as a teacher at SCYM, responded to my question of 

how long she had volunteered at the hall with a description of how she was initially a 

classical concert page turner, and later “insinuated” herself into the volunteer workforce to 

see more concerts. It was also not uncommon for volunteers to feature in performances; 

one noted that she’d spotted at least 6 other volunteers performing in a Saffron Walden 

Choral Society (SWCS) concert. These responses seemed to suggest that hall volunteers 

are keen classical music lovers. Indeed, one volunteer hypothesised that I would find 

volunteers to be from the same social class, retired, and all volunteering at events they 

enjoy the music of. He even suggested that the hall wouldn’t get as many volunteers if its 

repertoire changed. However, my conversations generally suggested that this was not 

necessarily the case. One volunteer reflected that, volunteering at the hall was good for 
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meeting fellow retirees and exposing her to unique musical events that she wouldn’t 

otherwise attend; whereas another volunteer claimed to volunteer for purely altruistic 

reasons as she didn’t like classical music.  

Volunteers are usually able to sit in on hall performances for fire evacuation 

purposes and monitoring the audience, and are granted access to event programmes in 

advance through the online volunteer system Go Assemble. Frequent volunteers can 

reserve 2 complimentary tickets per season, although the hall rubric is careful to note that 

no guarantees can be made. I soon found myself wondering to what extent volunteers could 

be classified as behind-the-scenes audience members. My volunteer inductor certainly 

indicated that, to some extent, volunteers came from “all walks of life”5 and were as much a 

part of the audience as anyone else; it was important to keep volunteers happy for the hall 

to function properly as a musical venue. Indeed, several volunteers that I spoke to about my 

research recommended surveying fellow volunteers, because most were frequent concert 

attendees, and emails sent to volunteers from the Front of House manager were often 

addressed to “Concert Goers”, though this label was not as explicitly applied by volunteers 

themselves. I became accustomed to introducing myself as a sort-of new volunteer 

researching audience experience at the venue, and this announcement was usually met by 

interest in my educational and musical background (the enthusiasm this generated in some 

individuals occasionally made it difficult to return the conversational focus to their own 

experiences of the hall), with only one volunteer explicitly identifying themselves as an 

object of study during the initial conversation. Even then, her comment was phrased in 

terms of the collective: “we’re being studied!”. The collective identity, emphasised by the 

official uniform and rubric of the hall, consistently prevailed over that of the individual.  

 My research tactic of regularly perspective switching from Saffron Hall volunteer to 

audience member made me promptly realise that my own social identity and subsequent 

behaviour as a researcher were bound to implicit social rules according to my role within the 

hall. As Frith (1996b: 275-276) states, "self-identity is cultural identity", an assumption 

further explained by self-categorisation theory (SCT), which refers to how one defines 

 

5
 One volunteer wryly noted that the volunteer workforce mainly consisted of retirees when I 

mentioned this. Admittedly, throughout my time volunteering at Saffron Hall in 2014-15, I was 

accompanied by very few students and, during my research, there was only one other volunteer of 

my age; a woman who happened to be an old SWCHS acquaintance that was volunteering at the hall 

while in-between graduate jobs. 



Hazel Meades         Ethnomusicology Major Project 10/9/19 

19 

oneself in terms of social categories (e.g. female, student, music lover, etc.) and proceeds to 

function according to the social norms of the most salient categories (Turner et al. 1987). 

This process allows the individual to orient to different situational factors which form the 

context for behaviour, and was well demonstrated within the psychological crowd of the 

concert hall audience and workforce. In the case of Saffron Hall, social rules were made 

explicit when volunteering as a hall representative: the volunteer handbook, induction, 

buddy shifts6 and uniform clearly marked out appropriate volunteer conduct. However, the 

social rules defining the behaviour of the audience were less familiar to me. When to clap 

and when to cough during a typical concert of western classical music is a learned 

behaviour so ingrained in musical ritual that one does not think about it in too much depth 

but breaking the unspoken rules of this ritualised normative pattern is highly frowned upon. I 

remarked to my fellow volunteers that the silence between movements acted as a cough 

break, and those around me easily agreed. 

This phenomenon has been discussed by Small (1998), Johnson (2002), and many 

others, but perhaps the most relevant of these discussions is the comprehensive cross-

genre view of live music experience provided by Burland and Pitts (2016). In commenting 

upon the writings of other scholars, they suggest that coughing, in and of itself, can act as 

an interactive, though disruptive, method of musical engagement within the concert hall 

space (Burland and Pitts 2016: 2). In Saffron Hall, coughing acted as a signifier of normative 

audience behaviour, a verbal punctuation if you will, marking socially acceptable deviations 

from the supposedly silent, passive role of the western classical music listener. The rule 

largely remained implicit, but there were exceptions; the overhead announcer sometimes 

asked audience members to “please stifle your coughing”, for example. These rules also 

applied to concert hall volunteers; volunteers were reminded in pre-concert briefings to exit 

the auditorium should they be overcome by a coughing fit. 

Clapping etiquette also formed a ritualised part of every musical event I attended. 

For the most part clapping was an unconscious process, but on some occasions the 

audience was actively instructed on how to clap. These instructions made implicit rules 

explicit, highlighting the ideology of expected conduct within the space. As Fabbri (1982: 52) 

states, genre is “a set of musical events (real or possible) whose course is governed by a 

defined set of socially acceptable rules", and an ethnographic approach allowed me to 

 

6
 It is standard procedure for new volunteers to initially shadow more experienced ones. My position 

as a researcher allowed this process to extend more broadly, giving me the opportunity to shadow 

numerous volunteer roles and view the supervised audience from different angles in the process. 
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explore the construction of these rules. Over the four-month period of my fieldwork, this was 

striking in three areas.  

 

BBC Radio 3: Classical Audience Conduct 

It is not uncommon for BBC Radio 3 to record events at the Hall. At one such sold-out event, 

the audience was encouraged by the BBC presenter to clap loudly and enthusiastically for 

the radio broadcast, and I noted that this audience was much faster to clap than previous 

concert hall audiences I had observed. However, the audience committed what one 

audience member later referred to as a “booboo” during the performance, clapping in a 

pause between the orchestral music and the soloist’s introduction. It was only through the 

conductor’s subsequent hand gestures that the audience knew when the piece had finished, 

and when it became socially acceptable to applaud again. This event provided a distinct 

example of classical music conventions being broken, much to the embarrassment of the 

audience and bemusement of the radio presenter. 

The “correct” approach to clapping etiquette was highlighted at a later event with a 

significantly smaller audience. The radio host encouraged us to give the performers a big 

round of applause for the exact 5 seconds that he silently marked out with his fingers (radio 

timings are very specific). He joked that the applause shouldn’t be too enthusiastic because 

“this is serious high art” and “we can’t have too much fun”, casually highlighting the serious 

nature of the western classical concert ritual. These instructions provided a stark contrast to 

the previous event, where enthusiastic clapping was encouraged in a far more general 

sense and led to an overeager response.  

While both audiences were encouraged to show their appreciation of the music, the 

demonstration of this appreciation had to meet the appropriate rules of audience conduct for 

the genre. In the case of "serious" Western classical music, such conduct tends to be 

defined in terms of strict reverence, with programme notes incorporated into the ritual of the 

event to guide the individual audience member's interpretation and listening technique 

(Gotham 2014: 305). Small (1998: 66) draws a comparison between the reverence of 

religion, and the sacred treatment of classical music, Johnson (2002: 91) describes the 

church-reminiscent awe inspired by traditional music practices, and Kingsbury (1988: 115-

116) references the "sacralised social distance" between performer and spectator. These 

comparisons characterise the aura of Western classical music as that of an event detached 

from the modern world, implying that it should be treated with due respect.  

Rules of conduct were additionally highlighted through volunteer conduct. During the 

volunteer briefing prior to any event, volunteers are informed as to whether drinks and 

snacks are allowed into the auditorium. This allowance is based on the formality of the event 

(and associated musical genre), the likelihood of young families attending, and the 
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preferences of those performing. This was sometimes referred to as “jazz rules” (food and 

drink is allowed in) and “classical rules” (only bottled water is allowed in) by the Deputy 

Manager (DM), terms which actively codify event conduct according to musical genre and its 

associated social rules. Therefore, in the case of classical music events where such rules 

are in place, the role of the volunteer is to minimise distractions throughout the performance 

to maintain this characteristic reverence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 – picture taken as an audience member at a classical music event (Canada National 
Arts Centre Orchestra, 12/5/19). 
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Audience Conduct within the Foyer 

The clash between musical ritual and musical genre within the environment of Saffron Hall 

as a whole was striking, but the newness of foyer events particularly brought the combined 

issue of audience expectations, musical genre and performance environment to light.  

Figure 71 - These pictures show Saffron Foyer on the night of a Foyer Jazz event. The 
panorama displays a view of the venue from the entrance: the bar is on the far left 
below the mezzanine level, and the performance area is out of sight on the far right. 
The central picture displays a view of the foyer entrance from the mezzanine level. 
There is usually a merchandise stand by the entrance (bottom left picture) which is 
manned by volunteers or the performer(s). The bottom right picture displays a view 
of the performance from the back of the audience near the bar. 
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During a typical foyer event, music is played live in the corner of space beside the 

auditorium entrance doors, sound levels are controlled from the area usually used as a box 

office, and audience members are able to order drinks from the bar and food from a food 

truck outside the venue, the latter of which is delivered to their table by volunteers. 

In the situation of this supposedly informal event (which, generally speaking, had the 

atmosphere of a very middle-class sit-down gig) there was significantly less unspoken 

pressure when it came to clapping etiquette, although perhaps this speaks more to my 

position as an audience member who is more familiar with folk music than western classical 

repertoire. Reverent silence in between pieces was less characteristic of the foyer setting 

and genres but was, curiously, still present. This first became apparent to me during a post-

survey conversation with an audience member. She remarked that her husband no longer 

attended foyer folk events because he believed that the foyer environment was 

inappropriate for the genre; the foyer audience listened to the music instead of singing along 

with the choruses.  

 In this transitional space turned performance area (Small 1998: 23), audience 

members were free to eat and converse with those around them in a fashion that a 

stereotypical concert hall performance rarely afforded, and yet, audience behaviours more 

common to classical music were often preserved. At a foyer folk event I noticed a lone 

audience member trying to clap along to the beat of the music, for example. He would peter 

out after a few minutes every time, aware that few others were joining in with the action. I 

myself was longing to dance and clap along to the music but was also aware of my role as 

one of 5 Saffron Hall volunteers that evening. I restrained myself, knowing that to engage 

more actively in the musical scene would be inappropriate for my position as a volunteer, 

and therefore a wider representative of fitting audience conduct at the hall. This suggests 

that some level of audience restraint is required within the foyer setting; it was certainly not 

uncommon for me to observe audience members tapping along to a performance too quietly 

to be heard. Yet, at a contemporary folk event in the auditorium, clapping along was 

encouraged by the performers (there was not enough space to dance as was originally 

suggested) and the audience response was far livelier: at the end of the performance there 

was a partial standing ovation, stamp applause, cheering and "bravo"s for the performers. I 

was struck by the dissonance of such a lively response in an environment that is 

stereotypically reserved for more hushed audiences, and how this appreciation was shaped 

by the auditorium environment. Audience members appeared to feel freer to show their 

enthusiasm within the classical constraints of the auditorium, rather than in the intimate, 

supposedly informal foyer setting.  

At a later event, an experienced volunteer was able to provide me with a brief 

overview of how audience members typically interact and settle in the foyer setting. She 
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noted that there is a trend towards a reverently silent music reception that is more typical of 

classical music, and that those near the front of the audience often glare at others who talk 

during the event. She explained that the lack of bar service during foyer events was to avoid 

breaking those silences. When I expressed my surprise at such behaviour, she remarked 

that older audience members “just don’t get it”. This was neatly exemplified later that 

evening by a Saffron Hall regular. He described the foyer event as a “concert” and said that 

chatter was “not appropriate”, asking the bewildered volunteers to tell the louder audience 

members on the mezzanine level to be quiet. The DM responsible for defusing the situation 

later informed me that the women talking were used to listening to jazz as background 

music in pubs and had found the situation hilarious. Evidently, there is a clash between what 

the habitual attenders of Saffron Hall expect from Saffron Hall events, the expectations of 

those new to the Saffron Foyer environment, and the nature of the event itself. 

 

The Social Expectations of Contemporary World Music 

Contemporary music events often share traits with the foyer's gig-reminiscent environment. 

The lack of programmes, presence of recorded music in between performances, and 

theatrical staging (note that the lighting effect illustrated in figure 11 was partly achieved by 

taping purple cellophane to wall lights) are typical features of both event types, though such 

details are arranged in conjunction with performer preference. The staging, for example, 

indicates a move away from the hall's undressed, default classical music setup. 

One example of this 

contemporary music setup was 

provided by an experimental fusion 

music performance featuring Talvin 

Singh and his collaborators. Figure 

12 illustrates how the hall was 

staged to place an emphasis on 

foreign instrumentation. In addition 

to this, Indian classical music was 

played over the speakers as 

audience members took their seats, 

and the management of the event 

generally corresponded to the 

guidelines of "jazz rules". Drinks and 

snacks were allowed into the auditorium, and the lack of a programme combined with 

Talvin’s informative rambling in between emphasised an informal, laid back atmosphere.  

Figure 12 - Staging of a Talvin Singh event. The 
performance featured a combination of technology and 
classical Indian instrumentation to create an ethereal 
evening of experimental fusion music. 
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Our sole guide to the evening was the voice of the titular performer and the music 

that he and his collaborators produced. Though the performance took place in the concert 

hall itself, its informality was incongruent with the stereotypical western concert hall 

experience; I noticed a small child wandering around the seats during one piece, something 

which would have never been allowed in a "classical rules" concert, and chatter during the 

performance was not uncommon. The resulting atmosphere was summarised as a "cultural 

event" in an elderly gentleman's comment prior to the performance. 

Nevertheless, while the event was successful in codifying itself as a distinctly non-

classical performance via the showmanship of the artists and presentation of the stage, 

there was a sense that, to some extent, the ideological values of classical music were still 

being applied. At the end of the evening Talvin made a point of thanking the audience for 

being part of the performance, noting that he’d asked the technicians to turn the lights up on 

the seating area for the second half so the performers could see the audience. An emphasis 

on the social element of performance is not uncommon in world music, and is often integral 

to the experience of Indian music (Clayton 2007: 71), but Talvin had to actively breach the 

performer-audience boundary preserved in Western classical music in both a practical and 

ideological sense in order to meet this musical norm. 

 This socio-musical informality was further reflected in clapping etiquette. The 

experimental repertoire often left audience members unsure of when to clap and, on these 

occasions, Talvin saying “thank you” into his vocal mic acted as a signal for applause to 

begin, in a similar fashion to foyer events. However, reception of the music was broadly 

complicated by audience composition. An email from the front of house manager noted that 

many newcomers had visited the hall for the event, suggesting that plenty of artist devotees 

were present within the audience; yet, as with the previous example of the foyer jazz event, 

audience members that Burland and Pitts (2016: 22) would classify as “habitual attenders” 

of Saffron Hall were also present. This presented an intriguing mix of audience expectations, 

reflected by the confused mutterings of those around me, the disappearance of audience 

members sitting either side of me after the interval, and the partial standing ovation in the 

orchestra pit at the end of the evening. 
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The Composite Audience: Local vs Global 

Based on the 2011 UK Census, the population of Saffron Walden can be broadly 

characterised as white, affluent, aging and middle-class. The area has a low immigrant 

population, more homeowners than the national UK average, and a higher percentage of 

residents occupying managerial roles in the workplace (iLiveHere 2019). In this sense, the 

demographics of Saffron Walden map very neatly onto the stereotypical concert hall 

audience profile described by Small (1998). 

Located an hour’s train journey away from London (76 miles), and a 20-minute train 

journey from Cambridge (26 miles), the small market town is a convenient place for young 

commuting families and pensioners to settle down. This is reflected both through an 

abundance of primary schools and the statistical observation that Saffron Walden residents 

tend to be older than the national UK average (iLiveHere 2019). Saffron Hall marketing 

noticeably takes this age difference into account with a subtle encouragement in the Spring 

2018/19 programme to “help safeguard the magic of Saffron Hall by leaving us a gift in your 

Will” (Saffron Hall 2018d: 40). Additionally, there is a specific volunteer role designed to 

identify and assist audience members with accessibility requirements who have contacted 

the hall in advance of the concert7 in question, and the row of seats reserved for those with 

accessibility requirements is often full. Many elderly audience members with mobility issues 

are regular event attenders.  

In order to better understand the quantitative reality of these audience demographics 

and how different audience subsets may manifest in relation to different musical genres, I 

accompanied my qualitative insights into audience experience with a survey. The survey 

was distributed at 2 separate events agreed in advance with the hall. The first event was a 

world music event featuring virtuoso quanun player Maya Youseff, and the second was a 

BBC Radio 3 contemporary classical music event. Both were to be performed in the 

auditorium. In practice however, the Maya Youssef event took place in the foyer due to a 

limited number of tickets being sold and the foyer was incredibly crowded on the night itself 

(one volunteer reported that “some people have actually left because they couldn't sit 

together”). I put surveys on tables for audience members to peruse at their own 

convenience, and 27 were completed by the end of the evening. In contrast, the BBC Radio 

3 Big Chamber Weekend had a very small audience despite taking place in the auditorium. 

Instead of distributing surveys at the Friday evening concert as I had originally planned, the 

 

7 One volunteer noted that the sheer number of elderly audience members with walking sticks 

attending an event can make it difficult to discern who requires this assistance. 
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marketing manager recommended that I distribute my surveys during the afternoon and 

evening concerts on the Saturday. Surveys were distributed through a mixture of 

approaching individuals and leaving surveys on tables. Over the 5-hour period, 26 surveys 

were completed, 3 of which were kindly filled out by fellow volunteers. Over the course of 

the 2 events I was left with 53 completed surveys in total. 

 The survey itself consisted of 10 questions. It asked after audience demographic 

details, how they would define music, event attendance motivations and behaviours, and if 

there were any other comments they would like to make about their experience of music at 

the hall. The results are outlined below. 

 

Audience Demographics 

The gender of participants was split relatively evenly for survey distributions at both events. 

50% (13) of respondents at the BBC radio 3 event were female, whereas 48% (13) of 

respondents at the Maya Youssef event were female. Age distribution however, was more 

varied, as figure 13 demonstrates. 

The BBC event featured a slightly wider range of ages, but the percentage response 

generally illustrated the same trend for both events, with higher percentage responses 

corresponding to an increasingly elderly age bracket. A few respondents identified 

themselves as students and, from an anecdotal perspective, it was certainly not uncommon 

for Music Academy students to collect complimentary tickets from the box office; however, 

59% of respondents at the Maya Youssef event were retired, compared to 46% for the BBC 

event. These findings support Small’s (1998) conclusion that the concert hall audience 

typically consists of older adults, but the advantage of the hall being attached to a high 

Figure 83 – Percentage response to the question “How old are you?” 
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school and affiliated with a Music Academy should not be discounted. As of 2019, official 

statistics note that "nearly 10% of our [Saffron Hall] audience is now under 18" (Thraves 

2019). 

Reasons for the difference in the demographic spread of age between events may 

be partly to do with advertising. Although the audience for the BBC event was significantly 

smaller than that of the Maya Youssef event, the event’s relationship with the BBC will have 

bolstered publicity efforts; one respondent remarked that they heard of the event via BBC 

Look East, for example. The Maya Youssef event however did not have this advantage 

(several respondents noted that there should be better publicity for events and lesser-known 

artists), which may have led to more reliance on the hall's stereotypical age bracket of 

supporters common to both the concert hall and Saffron Walden demographic.  

The ethnicity of those in attendance also corresponded to what is typically expected 

from these demographics, with the majority of respondents indicating that they were white 

British. Variation in ethnicity responses was higher for the Maya Youssef event, as might be 

expected from a world music event, but the overall data pattern was similar to the BBC 

event (see figure 14). 

In terms of what attracted respondents to the hall, reasoning was mixed but could be 

broadly attributed to four categories: local (e.g: convenience of the venue’s location, 

supporting the local arts venue, etc.), experience (e.g: quality of the acoustics, friendliness 

of staff, accessible seats, etc.), programme (e.g: performance of specific artists/ensembles, 

excellence of overall programming, etc.) and advertising (e.g: TV adverts, flyers, etc.). The 

distribution of these categories was similar for both events (see figure 15), but emphasis 

was given to the locality of the venue. 17% (9) of respondents referenced how "lucky" they 

felt to have the venue and, on an anecdotal level, it was not uncommon for audience 

Figure 94 – Percentage response to the question “How would you describe your 
ethnicity/race?” 
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members to reference the convenience of the hall being on their "doorstep" to volunteers, 

though this response only occurred a couple of times in the survey data.  

Advertising, in comparison, was least frequently referenced as a reason for attending 

Saffron Hall events and was more commonly cited by those who attended the BBC radio 3 

event than the Maya Youssef event, presumably due to the broader scope of the BBC's 

advertising reach in comparison to the hall. As the executive chief noted in an interview with 

Rhinegold Publishing: 

 

It is quite hard to grow profile in a venue outside London. Local press tends to be 

supportive but very general in their coverage, and concert reviews are simply 

unheard of. We are reliant on word of mouth, so I keep the quality of the programme 

high and our front of house team deliver a superb standard of customer service. 

(Thraves 2019) 

 

These directorial aims are largely reflected in the survey data, with event experience and 

programming more significantly contributing to reasons for attendance than advertising. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 105 – Percentage response to the question “What first drew you to Saffron Hall?” 
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Event Attendance 

A negative correlation was found between frequency of event attendance and percentage 

response, with most respondents indicating that they attended musical events at the hall 0-1 

times a month and fewest respondents attending events more than six times a month. The 

survey responses generally showed that the BBC audience attended events more often than 

the Maya Youssef audience (see figure 16). This trend is unsurprising since BBC Radio 3 

events are commonly recorded at Saffron Hall; therefore, regular audience members will be 

more likely to attend these events, whereas the Maya Youssef event, in comparison, draws 

upon a more specialist audience of devotees to the artist and to a genre less commonly 

performed in such a venue. This, in addition to the lack of BBC advertising, might lead to 

less regular event attendance at the hall for those individuals.  

Responses to the question: "What Saffron Hall events interest you?" are shown in 

figure 17. Those who attended the Maya Youssef event showed a higher preference for 

foyer events, world music events, talks, jazz/blues events, and SWCHS events; whereas 

those who attended the BBC event showed a higher preference for choral events, chamber 

music, dance events, family events, folk events, opera events and other events. Responses 

to the “Other” category were mixed across both surveys and answers included reference to 

concerts, classical/symphony music, orchestral music, poetry, reggae, drama, piano 

soloists, and minimalist works, with the question remaining unanswered by two respondents 

in the BBC event survey. Event preference for both audiences was equal for seasonal 

events and coffee concerts.  

 

Figure 116 – Percentage response to the question “How often do you attend musical events at Saffron 
Hall?” 
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Unsurprisingly, the highest frequency response for event type directly correlated with 

the event the individual attended; world music was the highest frequency response for the 

Maya Youssef event and chamber music was the highest frequency response for the BBC 

event. However, the higher frequency SWCHS event attendance for the Maya Youssef 

audience suggests that those who attended were more likely to be local supporters of the 

venue. Nevertheless, the sample size was relatively small, so such conclusions are 

tentative. 

 

Survey Limitations 

While this analysis provides some insight into the demographics, motivations and behaviour 

of those attending events, it is limited by self-selection bias (those who enjoy spending time 

in the concert hall may be more likely to engage in research focused on the venue) and the 

time constraints of audience members. Young families attending events often left the venue 

quickly afterwards and were preoccupied with handling children during the event itself, 

limiting their likelihood to complete surveys. Indeed, their ability to manage this behaviour 

was occasionally reflected in survey responses, with some respondents commenting on the 

"appropriateness" of audience behaviour in terms of the presence of fidgety children. These 

factors will have affected who completed surveys, reducing the representative nature of the 

dataset. 

In addition to these limitations, the survey approach to data collection provides a 

simplistic overview of complex behaviours and labels. Musical genres for example, can be 

very difficult to define, and such definitions may vary depending on the viewpoint of the 

individual. This issue is further complicated by the fact that audiences are comprised of 

more than one social group. Tindale (2013: 511) recognises the importance of 

accommodating the composite audience in argumentative discourse, and the same level of 

Figure 127 - The word clouds illustrate the answers to the question "What Saffron Hall 
events interest you?"  in terms of response frequency, which is indicated by font size: 
larger event titles occur frequently within the dataset responses while smaller event titles 
occur less frequently.  

Maya Youssef Event     BBC Radio 3 
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complexity can be applied to the variety of psychological groups present within the concert 

hall: each audience member possesses a fluid identity partly dependent upon the social 

categories they deem salient for the situation at hand (Turner et al 1987). Therefore, it was 

important to complement my quantitative data with an ethnographic approach. My relatively 

small sample size produces tentative conclusions which I was able to explore further 

through ethnography. 

 

Discussion 

On returning to the Saffron Hall aim; "to be a trailblazing model of state school and 

community music provision" (Saffron Hall n.da), it is difficult to see where the venue falls 

short. The 2019/20 programme notes some impressive statistics from the first five years of 

the venue's commercial existence: “the Hall has sold over 10% of its tickets to under 18s, 

worked with 54 local schools and engaged 30,000 people in their Learning and Participation 

programme” (Saffron Hall 2019a). Clearly, there are numerous educational benefits from the 

partnership between school and venue, despite the practical difficulties involved. This 

conclusion is further supported by the continuing success of the SWCHS Music Academy 

and SCYM, designed to attract and integrate local youth into the world of classical music. 

The heavy involvement of local communities and organisations (e.g: partnering with local 

businesses such as Saffron Ice Cream, allowing local music groups to hire the hall, work 

with schools, etc.) makes promising steps towards an inclusive, community approach to 

music pedagogy within the concert hall environment, and consequently encourages a youth 

demographic that is not typically observed in concert hall audiences. 

Nevertheless, while the infographic states that "Every primary school child within a 

10 mile radius has access to our events" (Saffron Hall 2019b: 31), with the executive chief 

recognising that "Sunday afternoon programming has really helped grow this audience 

demographic" (Thraves 2019), it is notable that the older teenager student demographic was 

underrepresented in my survey results and was, anecdotally speaking, less visible within the 

hall for the events that I attended. This may be, in part, a result of my constrained research 

schedule; I was only able to conduct fieldwork at weekend events and was consequently 

unable to investigate this pedagogical avenue in much depth. However, these findings may 

also derive from the hall's reliance on the community at large for funding. Saffron Hall 

operates within the WASP bubble of Saffron Walden and, though the programme has shown 

an increasing diversity of music and events over time, this is not necessarily reflected in the 

audience that attends such events; the hall must meet its funding requirements by drawing 

upon the expectations and needs of the Saffron Walden demographic.  

In this sense, one can view Saffron Hall as a microcosm of the town. The presence 

of young families and pensioners are reflected within the composition of the Saffron Hall 
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audience, the programme of events (e.g: Peppa Pig concerts), and the wider Saffron 

Walden community. While teenagers exist within organisations such as SCYM and the 

Saffron Music Academy, they typically choose to explore forms of recreational activity 

outside of school and sometimes outside of Saffron Walden itself (a community which 

generally caters to those on opposite ends of the age spectrum). Such external activities 

may be more desirable from a financial standpoint, considering the limited disposable 

income of teenagers, and the social capital that may be generated through recreational 

activity with peers outside of the school/concert hall environment. Therefore, the exclusive 

atmosphere associated with and expected from the modern concert hall, combined with the 

physical barrier of cost, can form a significant ideological barrier towards attendance that 

may also be reinforced by peer values (Harland and Kinder 1999: 34).  

My research suggests that an ideological barrier manifests in Saffron Hall via the 

implicit rules of audience etiquette and expectations perpetuated through event presentation 

and programming. However, efforts are being made to combat this barrier. One assumption 

held in common by all was that the hall's primary focus is on western classical music, for 

example. This perception was supported by the majority presence of classical music found 

in my analysis of the Saffron Hall programme, yet the same data also hints at a promising 

future for the hall’s repertoire in terms of diversity, illustrating an increase in event variety 

and musical genres over time. This trend is officially supported by the executive chief’s 

stated aim to place more emphasis on "new music" and further diversify the Saffron Hall 

programme (Thraves 2019).  

Another example is provided by the hall’s plan to combat the predictable 

apprehension of the classical music atmosphere. Crawford et al (2014: 485) links the 

newcomer’s sense of alienation and lack of specialist socio-musical knowledge to their need 

for cultural capital, and I was often able to observe the nervousness associated with concert 

hall inexperience in Music Academy students as they collected their tickets from the box 

office. However, the executive chief has stated a specific aim to "make classical music more 

accessible to those who have never experienced it through innovative presentation" 

(Thraves 2019). This statement, alongside Dixon’s previous work at the Barbican where the 

LSO are based, suggests that Saffron Hall may follow the LSO's example in minimising the 

ideological barrier between new audience members and classical music. 

While more work is required to increase musical accessibility in psychological terms, 

physical barriers towards accessing the venue are already minimal: a free minibus service is 

provided to transport visitors between Audley End station and the hall, the complimentary 

ticket system grants Music Academy members free access to hall events, and accessibility 

from a disability standpoint is frequently praised, though the executive chief has plans to 

“improve experiences for disabled audience members still further” (Thraves 2019). As 
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highlighted in my survey data, practical factors such as the locality of the venue and quality 

of experience are key factors contributing towards attendance and loyal audience members; 

I spoke to several audience members who were proudly showing off the venue to friends, 

emphasising both the impressive acoustics and educational value of the hall. Nevertheless, 

one volunteer spoke of a local family of classical music lovers who had never once attended 

Saffron Hall despite their appreciation of classical music and the SWCHS environment. She 

suggested that their reluctance to visit the venue unaccompanied was partly due to an 

uncertainty of the etiquette expected at the hall, a factor contributing to perceptions which 

maintain the ideological barrier. The fact that the family commonly attended concerts outside 

of Saffron Walden suggests that it was not the concert hall ritual that deterred them, but the 

ritual specific to Saffron Hall.  

While this is true for every musical venue to some extent, the environment of Saffron 

Hall is particularly unique. The hall maintains the serious ideology associated with classical 

music while simultaneously making efforts to widen its outreach and diversify its programme. 

Consequently, the Saffron Hall programme places a perhaps unavoidably heavy emphasis 

on classical music, given the specialist acoustics of the hall and the need to maintain the 

venue’s commercially successful reputation. The side-effects of this are the framing of non-

classical music as an extraneous extra to the main programme of events, and the venue’s 

all-inclusive aim skewing towards an unintentional framing of contemporary music reception 

in a classical light, which may deter the attendance of individuals especially interested in 

genres outside of classical music. A further side-effect of Saffron Hall’s unusual setting, 

combined with its varied programme, is that it can lead to uncertainty in how genre 

conventions will unfold within the space and, subsequently, how one should respond in 

accordance to appropriate socio-musical norms (an uncertainty reflected in foyer event 

conduct). For some this is a delight but for others it may be a deterrent, and these highly 

individualistic preferences are hard to predict. 

In conclusion, Saffron Hall is a community resource of cultural capital whose benefits are 

felt by Saffron Walden, primary schools across the region, and those who perform in the 

space. The hall’s community presence is strengthened by the relationships it has 

established with music groups, educational organisations and local businesses, and its 

increasingly varied approach to programming provides opportunities for exposure to a 

myriad of diverse musical genres. However, the venue could involve a more varied 

demographic of audience members by specifically targeting the teenage demographic that is 

so often missed in the Saffron Walden community, and making efforts to minimise the 

ideological barrier that might deter some from exploring the unfamiliar concert hall 

environment.   
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