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Our cover was commissioned from composer David Lumsdaine to whom we are much indebted for
choosing and setting such a gently importuning song. We believe that this is the only extant report that
you can sing and play, so please feel free to hum as you read.
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FOREWORD

The idea for an investigation into music commissioning was not born in a
vacuum at the Gulbenkian Foundation. We cannot claim the credit for
wondering "if it would be a good idea to..." The impetus was rather an urgent
clamour in which speaking - rarely - with one voice, composers, commissioners
and funders trumpeted that there must be some better way to manage things.
Audiences, though not their sometime tribunes, the critics, were curiously silent
though they in many ways stand to gain the most by a reformation of the
commissioning system which looks beyond the bureaucratic and into the ethical
and aesthetic considerations of the creation of contemporary music. Nonetheless
there were enough calls for an informed dispassionate and disinterested review
to demand action. A Fairer Hearing is an attempt to disentangle much of the
prevailing systems and the thinking behind them. It seeks to mark out the 'hows'
from the 'whys' of commissioning and in doing so demonstrates that 'how' seems
to have become the higher priority and 'why' has lagged behind.

In the present troubled times for public funding of the arts, such priorities are
most easily confused. The ship has a serious gash below the water line, what
shall we hurl into the lifeboat? The nearest things to hand? Those easiest to
transport? Or shall we stand still for a minute and think what we shall be
needing in future? Such a pause for thought takes courage. Voices of those in
immediate danger are loud and close. The future speaks with no voice at all so
is easier to ignore or to declare a second or third priority. But it is the ability
and the nerve to look beyond the immediate and importunate that characterise
the wise leader.

Of course the sinking ship analogy in this context is a little dangerous: after all
when the Titanic went down the band stayed on board - no-one threw them into
the lifeboat! But what is the enduring image of that night? It is the band playing
on...

Fiona Ellis
Assistant Director, Arts
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, UK Branch



METHODOLOGY

The two researchers were appointed in August 1992. Their report was submitted
in March 1993.

Their brief was to establish whether present arrangements for music
commissions work efficiently and effectively and, if they do not, to recommend
ways in which those arrangements might be improved.

They undertook a postal survey of a sample of 200 composers, drawn from the
membership of the Association of Professional Composers and the Composers'
Guild of Great Britain, and entries in the British Music Yearbook 1992. Replies
were received from 70 composers. The researchers did not ask the respondents
to identify themselves (although many did) in the hope that this would elicit the
frankest possible comments. It did. A profile of those respondents is given on
page 1.

More than 80 individuals and representatives of organisations were interviewed.
They included composers, commissioners, players, conductors, administrators,
funders, teachers, broadcasters, promoters, publishers and critics. Their names
are listed on page 5.

This report is based on conclusions drawn from the study of the written and oral
submissions of all those responding to the questionnaire and all those
interviewed; on views expressed in the press, and on the findings of earlier
reports on composers and commissioning, notably by Alan Rump for the
Department of Education and Science and the Arts Council of Great Britain
(How We Treat Our Composers'), Tony Haynes for the Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation (Music in Between) and Louise Donlon for the Arts Council in
Dublin. John Muir, formerly the music officer with responsibility for
commissioning at the Arts Council of Great Britain, provided the researchers
with valuable support and advice in the early stages of the study. Thanks are
also due to Sir Alan Peacock, Nicola LeFanu, Rosemary Dixson, Kenneth Baird,
Kathryn McDowell, Robert Maycock and John Muir for their comments on the
draft of this report.
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INTRODUCTION

Why do we need a report on music commissioning? What seems to be the
problem? Is there a crisis in commissioning? Are composers leaving the country
for better prospects elsewhere? Have audiences given up on new music?

The creation of music is part of a process that starts with an inspiration or an
idea and finishes with the realisation of that inspiration or idea in performance.
Commissioning is just one way to pay for the creation of music; it is not the only
way and in the great scheme of musical creation, commissioning plays a
relatively modest part.

Our brief was to look at the process of commissioning music in the UK and
Ireland, but it soon became clear that this could not be done without taking into
account activities that are fundamental to the creation and presentation of
music, such as audience and repertoire development, publication and recording.
Each of these activities has been thoroughly discussed during the course of this
study, but they do not form the substance of our report. The focus is specifically
and intentionally on the process of commissioning. It is concerned with the
practice by which the composition of music is encouraged and supported in the
UK and Ireland in the early 1990s.

During the course of this study we have neither heard from nor met a composer
who expects to earn a living from commissions. The Association of Professional
Composers currently has about 260 members: about 50% in the concert music
field and 50% in the commercial field. Of those in the concert field, very few
would expect to live by commissions alone. Of the 70 composers who completed
a questionnaire during the course of this study 77% earned less than half their
income as composers from commissions in 1991/2. It is an accepted fact, in both
the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland, that composers teach, enter
competitions, apply for bursaries, accept a residency, and take work outside
music to earn a living.

Commissions are, nevertheless, a very important part of most composers' lives
and aspirations. They provide income and, just as importantly, endorse and
display the composer's work. What prompted this study was the recurring
expression of dissatisfaction with the commissioning process, and particularly
that supported by the public funding bodies. Composers do not regard
themselves as a special case; they do not believe they are any more hard done
by than other creative artists, yet they argue repeatedly that commissioning
procedures are in need of a shake up. Now, many commissioners, musicians,
funders, and critics have given voice to the same argument, and it seems the
right moment to take a closer look.
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A Fairer Hearing

A number of factors have added fuel to the fire in the last year or two. The
inexcusably lengthy reorganisation of the regional arts funding system in
England, the impending reorganisation of the Arts Council of Great Britain, the
imminent devolution of the Scottish and Welsh Arts Councils to the Scottish and
Welsh Offices respectively, the increasingly tough competition for customers for
live and broadcast music, and the tussle between recording technology and live
performance, have all increased the sense of restlessness within the system.

This report does not present a state of crisis; it ignites a warning light. In all
areas of artistic production, live and broadcast, visual and performed,
commercial and subsidised, budgets are being tightened. Some business sponsors
are spending less on the arts than in previous years and some are turning their
attention to new areas (although the Association for Business Sponsorship of the
Arts reports that the total figure continues to rise). Some trusts, relying on
investment income to support composers, may, in some cases, have less to give
away.

This report looks principally at the commissioning schemes operated by the Arts
Councils and Regional Arts Boards in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales.
Commissioning with public funds is a largely post-war phenomenon and in those
50 years the number of commissions supported each year by the arts funding
system and the BBC has grown considerably. Fees, too, while still strikingly low,
have increased in real terms since Alan Rump completed his study for the
Department of Education and Science in 1981.

Publicly funded commissioning is not in crisis, but it is vulnerable. This financial
year, 1993/4, in response to a reduction in the government grant to the Arts
Council of Great Britain, the music panel of the Arts Council suspended its
recording budget (worth £175,000) and made further cuts to project budgets
(including composers' bursaries) of £125,000. In an article in the Guardian,
shortly after the decision was made public, the director of the music department
Kenneth Baird was quoted as saying: "We could have reduced commissioning or
removed non-western and early music or reduced funding to London-based
chamber orchestras. The music panel decided that suspending the recording
subsidy would have the least direct impact on performers and creative
musicians."

Despite the fact that in 1994/5 the government's grant to the Arts Councils in
England, Scotland and Wales and through the Arts Council of Great Britain to
the Regional Arts Boards is expected to be further reduced in real terms,
leading inevitably to further cuts, the recording subsidy is unique and exceedingly
valuable. If at all possible it should be reinstated.
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Introduction

So what do we mean by music commissioning? Commissioning is an act involving
the engagement of the services of a composer or composers to create a piece of
music, for a given fee, for a particular purpose. Its function is to pay for the
creation of music. Commissioning has been practised for as long as the skills of
the composer have been recognised as distinct from those of the player or the
conductor, and for as long as other parties have wanted to buy their services. It
is worth differentiating between commissioning and patronage. Our definition of
commissioning does not include awards, bursaries, residencies and other funds
provided for the support of composers which do not require the production of a
piece of music for a specified number of musicians by a fixed date: this is
patronage, not commissioning.

Every commission involves three parties: a composer, a commissioner and a
funder of the commission. Sometimes these last two are one and the same.
Frequent commissioners in the UK and Ireland include individual musicians,
music organisations, the BBC, local authorities, film and television companies,
the education sector, the armed services, religious organisations, festivals,
theatre, dance and opera companies, and private individuals. Funders include
private sector production companies, business sponsors, private patrons, and
public funding bodies - the Arts Councils, the Regional Arts Boards, the BBC,
local authorities, trusts and foundations, and arts companies.

The process by which music is commissioned is complicated by a variety of
factors. In the case of the public funding bodies, issues of representation,
accountability and quality are central. A theoretically simple relationship
between the funder and the commissioner is often influenced by value
judgements and constrained by limited budgets. With private funding sources,
questions of representation may be less important, but those of personal taste,
suitability and marketability are more so.

Whether guided by carefully crafted policy or free-market forces, commissioning
is a cultural intervention. Commissions are not only part of what constitutes our
current culture, they are also creating tomorrow's. In the last 40 years our
musical vocabulary has become more varied. So too have the instruments and
their players. The role of jazz and non-western music, the rise in the popularity
of opera, community music, electro-acoustic music, traditional music, and music
in film and television have all brought new dynamics and new demands to bear.
The development of a more broadly-based and better informed range of
consumers, through education, concerts, broadcasting and recordings has
whetted the public appetite for certain types of new music and enhanced our
ability to consume it. It has also increased access to opportunities to create and
prompted calls for the arts funding system to acknowledge a broader definition
of creativity.
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Certain questions need to be voiced now and borne in mind throughout this
report. What importance should the funding bodies give to the creation of music
in relation to the support they give to its interpretation? Why is so much new
music commissioned, when so little of it is played more than once? Which
audiences do the funding bodies and commissioners have in mind when they
fund and commission a new work: today's or tomorrow's? And what more can
be done to assure this music a place in the recorded, performed and printed
repertoire of the next century?

This report is in four chapters: current commissioning practice; concerns about
commissioning; a series of options; and the appendices. The options proposed
are addressed to those who fund commissions, to commissioners themselves, to
composers and, to a lesser extent, to other important players such as the Music
Information Centres and the composers' organisations.

Our underlying conclusion is that those who encourage, fund, and manage
commissions need to look again at why they do so. Only when that question has
been answered will they be able to choose better ways to direct commission
funds, improve the experience of commissioning for all concerned and further
exploit the investment made in new work.

VI



CHAPTER 1

CURRENT COMMISSIONING PRACTICE

l.i. Whose views did we receive in writing?

Questionnaires were sent to a random sample of 200 composers: the names
were drawn from the membership of the Association of Professional Composers
and the Composers' Guild of Great Britain, and from entries in the British Music
Yearbook. Replies were received from 70. The information below is included to
show the range of experience of those composers who contributed their views in
writing for use in this report. We are conscious that this sample does not reflect
a good balance of ages or race. An attempt was made to correct this imbalance
in our choice of interviewees (see l.ii. below).

Please note: the numbers below do not add up to 70 in every case since not all
respondents answered every question.

a. Gender

Male 54
Female 13

b. Age

Under 26 none
26-35 3
36-50 39
51-65 15
66+ 8

e. Race

One respondent was Indian and one Chinese. All others responding to a
question about their racial origin said they were white.

d. Experience of the commissioning process

• All 70 respondents had received a paid commission



A Fairer Hearing

• 44 had no experience of having had an application for commission funds
rejected

• 23 had been involved in applications for commission funds which had been
refused

• 30 respondents had served on a commissions panel

• 23 respondents had commissioned work themselves

e. Source of commissions

• 39 had received commissions from BBC Radio

• 2 had received commissions from Radio Telefis Eireann (RTE)

• 24 had received commissions from film or television companies

• 43 had received commissions from private individuals in the UK and abroad

• 18 respondents had received commissions from local authorities or local
education authorities. The authorities named were:

Avon County Council
Farnham District Council
Gloucestershire County Council
Hampshire County Council
Harlow District Council
Huddersfield District Council
Inner London Education Authority
Kirklees District Council
Leeds City Council
Lothian Regional Council
Norfolk County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council
Richmond upon Thames Borough Council
Strathclyde Regional Council
Wigan Metropolitan Borough Council
Local authorities abroad

• 31 had received financial support from a trust or foundation either towards a
commission and associated costs (eg photocopying) or a bursary. Those who
named the trust or foundation are listed below; the figure in brackets shows the
number of times each was cited:


