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Building your Audience

Jayne Rollason, administrator of Birmingham Symphonic Winds,

Birmingham Symphonic
Winds frequently achieves
full houses for its concerts
and has even been known
to turn people away.

They are obviously doing
something magical which
we could all learn from.
Jane Woolfenden finds
out more.

JW. Tt goes without saying that a fine
conductor, and a talented and committed
group of players are essential ingredients for a
successful wind orchestra, but, assunting that
this is the case, how do you make the public
aware of what you have to offer?Let’s start
with your printed publicity matevial, which is
always of very fiigh quality

JR: Yes I believe that if you are
wanting to attract people to a concert, it is
important to have publicity material that
looks appealing, is weil-produced and of
high quality, so that you give people the
confidence to feel that, if they come to the
concert, they are going to have a good
evening It must be well presented If it is
produced on a piece of photocopy paper,
which is difficult to read o1 crooked, it
might appear that we do not care about
the product we are promoting, which is
the orchestra and the concert. It is very
important to put the image across that
you care about the product The colour
and design of our annual brochure
changes each year It covers a three
concert season and we produce a
sepatate fliex for the final concert of the
season, to give it an exira push

TW. You have an lovely venue for your
concerts. Tell me something about it

JR: We started, as many orchestras do,
petforming in churches and school halls,
which is not always ideal When we
learned about the plans to build the City
of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra
Centre we actually went on the building
site to talk to the director, so that we

could be one of the first oiganisations
doing regular concerts there! It's a
fantastic building, a purpose built, 300-
seat concert hall, with a great foyer space,
built primarily for the CBSO
administration and as a rehearsal space
for the archestra The hall is brick built,
with quite a different feel from the
normal concert hall, which 1 think is right
for the music that we play, being not the
standard orchestral repertoire It's good
to be in a concert hall that has a different
ambience, as it can be used to enhance
the effect of the wind band music
we play.

JW: [love the galleries belund the orchestia
and all around the audiforivm, spaces you
can use when the music calls for it

JR: Yes It's very flexible and can be
used in a variety of ways We are not
restricted by the standard dlassical look,
that audiences have come to expect A
wind orchestra is not a normal orchestral
set up, and I think it's good to promote
the difference in whatever way we can

JW. The seating is flexible too Whilst
there's the possibility of raked seating with a
flat area towaids the front, you seen to
change the seating plan depending on the
nature of the concert

JR: To create more of a relaxed
atmosphere at our summer concerfs, we
keep the raked set up at the back, but
replace the seating at the front with tables
and chairs. We have an arrangement
with the bar, so that people can enjoy
their drinks at the table People in the
tiered seating can also bring diinks in
This creates a relaxed atmosphere for the
audience, which is not what they
necessarily expect at a concert

JW: There is a beautiful foyer space and He
fact that you can get drinks, coffee or wine
fauly easily is very aifractive You have
music playing i the foyer before the concert
and during the inferval, and very often it's a
piolinisi or @ pianist, not a wind instrument.
Tell e about ifis idea

JR: This is patt of our philosophy.
When I think about people coming out of
their homes and choosing to attend our
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talks to Jane Woolfenden

event, [ want to make it welcoming to
them from the minute they walk through
the door I have attended far too many
concerts where you walk into a concert
hall, and it’s deathiy quiet, tea or coffee is
served in plastic cups, and it ali feels
rather depressing We like people to
come into the concert knowing that they
are going to have a great evening, feeling
relaxed the moment they walk through
the door, and they hear some music,
because, after all, that's why they are
there. (The exceilent violinist, you
mentioned, is aciually a percussion
player from the band!). We hope to get
them into the mood of the evening before
they actually go into the concert hall, so
they are already open and ready to enjoy
a good evening of music-making

JW.  You keep the bar open after
the concert, which is often not the case in
many venes?

JR: That's right It comes from persenal
experience of attending concerts whete
you've had a wondezful evening, you
leave the concert hall itself, and
everything is closed It almost feels as if
vou are being thrown out and I don’t
think that’s a good ending to a concezt.
It's nice to go out of the concert hall and
share the atmosphere with your family
and friends and the performers They
talk about the music and these
discussions take place in an environment
where they can get a drink and unwind
from the evening befoze they go home
Of course, if they want to go straight
home, they can, but it's very popular and
we usually find we are having to throw
people out of the bar in the end, because
they just stay and stay!

JW: Apart from your conceits, I hawe only
attended o few concerts in the CBSO Centre:
a Birtwistle opera and several 20th orchestral
century coicerts. Bui I ant not on the mailing
list so don't see their general publicity. 1know
the manager loves having BSW at the cenire
because of your full houses, so I can’t see
the hall ever not being available fo yoru, which
is great

JR: It is great, but it is all about
developing a partnership Part of the



philosophy about our performing there is
because of the other events that are on in
that concert hall We are certainly the only
wind orchestra performing there, but it is
regulatly used by Birmingham
Contemporary Music Group, soloists or
chamber groups from the CBSO and
visiting opera companies, like Music
Theatre Wales The CBSO Centie
produces a leaflet of everything that goes
on at the hall and we are pleased that
BSW’s name is amongst these aztists
People will start to accept that it is a
perfectly normal to include a wind
orchestra alongside all those
other musical forms

JW. Tell me about your ticket
prices Do you keep ther as low as
you possibiy can?

JW: This is just o stall You're not actuaily
playing there?

JR: Yes, we perform as well We ate
allowed a 25 minute programme, so they
can actually heat us. ArtsFest takes place
in the second week of September and we
get our annual brochure printed in time
for ArtsFest We do the performance and
have people giving out the brochures to
the audience while they ate watching and
listening fo us on a massive stage in
Birmingham's Centenary Square This
year we handed out 1,500 brochures and
we also had a computer on the stall so that
people could look at our web
site, chat to us and learn more
about what we do

JW. Can peaple buy tickets
there?

BIRMINGHAM
JR: No, they cou_ld be lower  gyvpMPHONIC JR: No, we cannot actually
But there is an issue here, \yiNDS sell them without a Street

because if you price too low,

people might assume that the

quality is not necessarily there

It's a strange concept that people have: if
you put on free concerts, half the time
people don't actually come The tickets are
similar to the prices of other events at the
Centre Obviously we have to balance the
hooks, and if the venue hire went up,
costs would increase, but we try hard to
keep them the same from year to year

JW- Your current brochure itenises the
conicerts, dates, programmes and soloists
Have vyou thought about including
ey puichase incentives or subscriptions in
your broclure?

JR: 1t is certainly something [ would
like to do 1 would like to develop the
“Friends” of BSW and have 2 support
organisation, offering friends discounts
and priority booking. At present, we
always announce to the audience that
tickets for our next concert can be
purchased here and now, at a reduced
rate. And we have a lot of people who
take up that offer

We also do ticket offers for people
whom we have added to our mailing list
thiough ArtsFest, which happens every
year in Birmingham. About 100,000
people attend the ArisFest weekend, and
it has become an important patt of our
matketing strategy We have an
information stall in Birmingham, which
we man over the weekend and it's ow
chance to put across what the otchesfra is
all about, and get names on to the mailing
lisi We then wiite to them, offering
discounted tickets to their fizst concert
And we have a big take up

Traders” License, but we have

been taking ordets for tickets
at ArtsFest for the last three years. Itis run
by the City, and we believe it is important
to be seen doing quality work alongside
all the other sorts of orchestras and
different art forms, which include groups
like the City of Birmingham Symphony
Orchestra and the Royal Shakespeare
Company. As it is so early In our season,
we only have one rehearsal to get the
performance together, which is a bit
tricky But we have to overcome that and
go for it 1 think that's the ultimate thing: if
the opportunity is thezre, take it

JW- Do you have lots of helpers handing
out the leaflets and chatting?

JR: Yes, children are particulariy useful
in giving leaflets out because people can’t
refuse them! We have great support from
husbands, wives and parents, but, there
are cettainly times when we could do
with extra support A Friends
Organisation would be helpful here and
would also ensute that we had advance
ticket sales for the season I am also
principal flute with BSW, so when I'm
playing I can’t always be doing all the
administiative tasks that need to be done

TW: How much press advertising do
iyou do? You obviously flood newspapers
with ediforial material in advance of every
concert, but how often do vou manage to get a
critic there?

JR: We have been very fortunate as
critics have attended most of our recent
concerts, We don't de any newspaper
advertising, simply because it is very
expensive, but if we had funds it's
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certainly something that [ would like to
do We do send press releases out to all
the newspapets, but 1 find it mere
effective to foster a good relationship with
individuals in the media, rather than just
sending press releases out blind Fou
example, 1 always keep Christopher
Monley of the Birmingham Post informed
and try to let him follow our progress and
understand what we are doing. And it

- works very well The Birmingham Post is

one of the main newspapers for the region
and if they write about us, not only can
we use the quotes, but it is promoting our
name to our audience.

TW: A press release is muich more likelyj fo
get into the newspapers if you have a
photogiaph, so if you are working with, for
exaniple, Simone Rebello, who locks absolutely
gorgeous and has wondeiful photographs, it
wwoild be extremely helpful if you could obtar
at least half a dozen photographs from her o1
her agent. But agents and artists aie very
unlikely to send so many when they cost
around £5 a go And they 1arely see their
photographs again Are you good at getling
photographis out of people?

JR: This is difficult because I'm an agent
myself and 1 know what it’s like on the
other side! T also know that the piess
never, ever return them and there is no
guarantee that they will use them If we
have a relationship with a particula:
journalist I would send the photographs,
but I certainty wouldn't just send them
out randomly to a whole lot of
newspapers It would be wonderful to be
in a situation where you couid We have
the facility to email photos now, which
means that you have the file on computer,
and you are not physically needing the
photographs, but even in this
technological age the press don't actually
like it that way! This is a real shame, but |
am hoping that this will change, which
would make it easier for artists

JW: You are obviously very able with
dntabases. Do you have to keep them
up yourself?

JR: Yes, but again it is something that |
am quite keen on farming out somewhere
Ale you inferested?

TW: No! What size dafabase do you have to
fill a 300 seat conceri hall three fimes a year?

JR: Around 200 people are on the
mailing list, but it’s growing all the time
On top of that there are important people
whom we invite like George Caird,
the principal of the Birmingham
Conservatoire, BASBWE members and



key figures in the area It's a bit ricky now
with all the data protection laws. We've
had to write to everyone to make sure
they want to remain on the mailing list [t
they don't 1eply, technically, we cannot
keep thei: names and addresses, which is
2 shame, but all organisations are in the
same boat. Although that sounds a small
list for filling three concerts each season,
those people are very loyal and seem to
appreciate being on the list

JW: I sometimes spot people in your
aidience whom - this is an edd sort of thing to
say - I doni’t believe [ would meet af aity ofher
concert, A proportion of people who are having
a wonderful evening and who come again 1
suspect that they probably don't attend
concerts at Symphony Hail or the Adiian
Boult Hall?

JR: I think this is partly due to ArtsFest,
which is free to everybody People can just
wander up to the stage and watch us
petform, without having to physicaily
cross the barrier of going into a concert
hall And that's quite an impoitant thing
because, while you and I are totally
familiar with concert halls and theatres,
there ate many people who wouldn’t
dream of going into a concert hall, not
even to look in the foyer So ArtsFestis a
great opportunity to show what we are
about and to talk to people so that they
feel comfortable about coming to see us
perform.

Another great marketing tool is to use
the playets in the orchestra to spread the
word. This is something we have
developed with the players and they are
very pleased to promote what they do It
has gone beyond the immediate family,
whom everyone invites, and we now get
the friends of the friends, and it keeps on
growing A lot of it is due to word of
mouth, and I think a great number of the
people you mentioned, who don't usually
g0 into concert halls, come because they
are made to feel welcome.

Theze has been a good 1esponse to the
idea of themed concerts Our next concetl
has a Danish theme because it is linked to
a month-long Danish Festival in
Birmingham, after that we are doing a
jazz concert, then a concert with an
English theme coinciding with William
Walton's centenary People have told us
that they prefer themed concerts to a
programme of random items. So they
prioritise the date in their diary and they
know they are geing to have a good time

JW: [ have played in a lot of orchestras
where to get the orchestia to sell six tickels
each is really hard What wmagic do yeut have to

get  lhe
orchestra
selling
tickets?

JR: One
of our
trumpet
piayers
regulaily
sells 20
tickets per
concert and
these ate to
people very
much like the
ones you
mentioned They
ate young, in their
twenties, they really
enjoy the evening,
and I don't think
they particulatly
class it as “going to a
classical music
concert”. It's an eveni,
and that's quite an
important distinction. I have
reen to so many concerts
myself, whete it feels dead
and lacking in atmosphere
There needs iobe abuzz, a
vibrancy, a welcoming atmosphere,
and if we are not giving that, then
why should we expect people to
turn up to the concert? Perhaps it is
a little easier with our orchestia, as we are
all of a similar age, we all get on well and
there’s a very close commumity feeling in
the group It has a heart. We are
committed to what we do and are proud
of what we do, so we want to go out and
tell people aboui it I think it really is as
simple as that

TW: And apart from your soloists and your
conductor, it veally is absclutely an amateus
orchestra? Foerybody is playing for love

JR: Absolutely, ves In fact, they all pay
a modest annual subscription, with
concessions for students and the
unwaged, which just about covers the
costs of our anrwial hall hire

JW: If you have to bring in extra players, do
you pay their expenses?

JR: Very rately I think the only time I
have ever done that is with a hatp, which
is understandable 1t's all for love That's
why we aie there

JW: How much contact do you have witlt
the management of the hall to make sure that
the essentil provision of what you reed on the
day of the concert is there, or are they now s0
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experienced
that wou don’t
B have f6 worry
mich?
JR:
y Wealways
b remindthem
of what we
need because
thereisno
point in turning
up on the day and
finding essential
equipment missing
It does not take
much to wiite a fax
to say, for example,
we would like
the acoustic curtains
halfway up, we need
the lighting done by this
time, and we more staff
on the bar! They know
how many chairs we need,
and the set-up of the
orchestra, and how many seats
to put out in the audience, but
we also let them know exactly
how we would like the
audience seated

JW. Where is the selling outlet for
the tickets?

JR: As well as players having tickets
on a sale or 1eturn basis, advance ticket
sales are thiough Symphony Hall Box
Office and then through a network of
ticket outlets thioughout Birmingham
City centre, for which we (unfortunately)
have to pay commission. The CBSO
Centre staff sell tickets at the door on the
night

TW- Your conductor, very generously, offer
has guest conduictors sharing the concert with
hinit. I have to mention here that Guy is patron
of the orchestra and has conducted several
times, and I remember Glenn Price conducted
patt of a concert when he was over from
Canada. Fow fmporiant is it in the general
view of things?

JR:” Obviously most conductors would
like to conduct the whole thing
themselves - they have that kind of
personality! We always try to vary
concerts to attract the audience and
having a guest conductor is a part of that
variety, For the players, it is enjoyable o
have different conductors, who encoutage
different playing, give varied
interpretations, and help keep everyihing
fresh It is also good for the orchestra to
work with top soloists, as it is inspiring
and reassures the players that we always
aspire to the highest standards.
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TW: The other thing we have experienced at
your concerts is the use of vitixed media Ican't
imagine how long it took fo choose and set up
the pictures you showed during Weill's The
Threeperny Opera. How difficult was if io
perstiade the manageient of the hall that you
were going to do a concert with films in one of
the pieces? Did they Tiave the equipment or did
yout have fo liire it in?

JR: No We had to arrange all that, but
it was important for that concert Again, in
using the orchestra as a resource, we
found that one of the playeis had a
contact with somebody who worked in
that business The equipment and an
operator, who set up the technical side,
were provided pretty much free of charge,
because they relished this new experience
It was something quite different from
their usual round of business conferences!
We talked with some of the players to
decide what sort of images we were going
to use and then we worked on the
headings for each section It was quite a
collaborative effort! It was about
presenting something fresh, so that

each concert is an experience for the -

audience [ think that's really
important You have got to ry to see
things from their point of view It's
great to sit there playing in an °
orchestia feeling really passionate
about what you do, but you have to
try to walk across to the other side
and imagine being in the audience
for the first time What is it that you
are enjoying about the concert and
what is it that you are not enjoying
about it? I always try to address it
from that side :

JW. And the audience may have had
an exhausting day af work and just put
three kids to bed, so theie has fo be
something extra Part of the welcome
fecling is that Keith intioduces the music
with comparative ease

JR  He has always intioduced
everything and I think this is crucial,
hecause with wind music, we have the
opportunity to create something new. We
don't have to be restricted by the formula
of a classical concert where the conductor
walks on, you get straight into the piece,
he walks off and you rarely hear him say
anything We programme a mixture of
unknown works, and do a lot of
premiéres; then there are works that the
audience may have heard of, like West
Side Story o1 a selection. In the Danish
concert we are playving a selection from
the Hans Christian Andersen film So the
audience can always plug into something
that they know, interspersed with works
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that they will never have heard before,
some of which are quite tough. But, by
explaining what the pieces are about, or
who the composer 1s, they feel more
comfortable One of the pieces we had a
great deal of feedback from was Andrew
Boyson's I Am, about a child who died in
a cat accident Thete was an unbelievable
reaction. I always expect them fo come out
saying the works they were familiar with
were great, but invariably they come out
talking about a piece that we really hadn't
expected them to talk about It is great
when that happens with new repertoite

JW: How do you go about monitoring and
assessing your iesults? Perhaps you don’t
actually have to if you have a full house?

JR: We can't stop monitoring If we've
got a full house, we know we are doing
something ight, but we always want to
build on that fo make sute that people are
still happy to return to concerts And the
best way of doing that, as you know, is by
meeting people In the interval and after

talkto the audience and get out and mest the
 takeriskswithprogramming

the concert, I'm out there, Keith's out
there, and we both try to talk with as
many people as possible, so that they can
see we care,

JW. Do the playeis liave any input info
artistic plans? Can they put forward works
they would like fo do?

JR: To a certain extent The conductor
obviously decides the programmes, and
that's important because someone has got
to be in charge artistically and lead the
group An example of direct input from
the players, will be when BSW celebrates
its 10th birthday in November 2002 To
celebrate this special occasion we are
producing a list of everything we have
ever played over the years Every member
of the orchestra will vote for four pieces
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they want to play again The audience will
have a vote as well and Keith wiil compile
a programme around the pieces with the
most votes

If there is a piece we are rehearsing that
we don't feel too happy about, we'll talk
about it There is a piece in our coming
concett which hasn’t quite worked and
we have discussed it and people have
aited their feelings. It doesn't happen very
often because most of the time were
pleased to be doing what we are doing
You have to be open-minded and that’s
patt of the enjoyment of it The high
standard of the players is important, as
difficult new music can be put in front of
players and they will relish the technical
challenges. 1f you want to sit back in your
chair, and play things that you know all
the fime, you are looking for a different
group!

Our orchestra is quite small with forty-
five members, so every single person is
teally important. We don’t have 12 first
flutes and 20 clatinets, so the person

playing second flute is as crucial as
- the first flute, and so on It is a very

. open group and every person
“ understands his or her
responsibilities And, hopefully,
it’s led in a way that people
' appreciate

. JW: Final question! You have such

a lovely concert hall to petfori in that
. bands from all over the counttry tight
. be very envious. We don’t all have
concert halls of ihis calibre and we
have all played in school halls and
draughty chirches  What adoice can
o you offer the vest of us about getting
wio Hhe audience there?

<+ JR: We have played in school
==+ halls and chuiches too, so we
greatly appreciate the hall we have
now But the tules are exactly the same
and these are some of the things I tell
myself wherever we ate planning
concerts: think about the image you want
to create; produce good quality printed
material; create a good relationship with
the press; create an atmosphere in the
concert hall and foyer; use lighting to
make the 1ight effect; welcome the
audience on atrival; talk to the audience
and get out and meet them; take risks
with programming
Nothing is achieved without hard work,
but a great deal comes from being proud
of what you do. If you are proud and
enthusiastic you can take the audience
along with you If not, you might as well
forget it!



