
The Classical Brand 

There are plenty of reasons why classical music has become rather misunderstood in the 

last half century. Three primary issues are at the crux of the problem, creating a substantial 

barrier between “the Music” and “the People.” They are: length of compositions, lack of 

familiarity, and classical concert culture. The fate of this art form is not decided, however. It will 

take creativity coupled with an acute sensitivity to cultural development to yield significant 

results in resuscitating classical music in modern America. 

Perhaps the most obvious factor serving to alienate the general public from the "classical" 

genre is the length of compositions. It is not uncommon for a complete work to last an hour. 

Modernity has unhappily imparted waning attention spans on listeners, what with the average 

pop hit rarely lasting over four minutes. 

Many of the classical purists would be aghast at playing a single movement of a 

symphony, thus rendering it incomplete. Whereas, the non-musician is unlikely to draw out any 

connections between the movements without practice. Confronted with a wall of unintelligible—

albeit beautiful—sound, those unaccustomed to this style are guaranteed to walk away feeling 

even more alienated than before. 

Suppose classical musicians drew on who we are as a modern people. Would it be so 

blasphemous to incorporate forward-thinking elements at Beethoven's altar? Were Beethoven 

alive today, would he be opposed to liberating music from the confines of an antiquated 

presentation? 

Lest we forget, Beethoven was very much a proponent of musical revolution and 

reinvention. His was the philosophy of turning convention on its head. It is only now that his 

music is perceived as a staple of the concert repertoire. Regardless of the era, humans derive 



great comfort from the familiarity that tradition offers. This point speaks to the Music's current 

state and how it can evolve to appeal to our non-musician brethren.  

Classical music has a magnificent history with which most musicians are (quite 

understandably) unwilling to part. Several hundred years of classical tradition makes for 

profound attachment. Abandoning that tradition even to the smallest degree will take some 

doing, but it will ultimately favor keeping the Music alive. A modern framing of classical music 

will introduce a level of familiarity necessary to deemphasize inaccessible elements for even the 

most xenophobic audience members.  

The familiarity principle has a hand in virtually every pop music hit. Producers figured 

out how to reach a mass audience a long time ago. Even if the public has not heard the latest 

Adele album before, they have heard those chord progressions a hundred times over. The 

standard instrumentation and cliché strophic form appeal to the natural desire for aural 

comprehension. Furthermore, listeners have lyrical content to assign meaning to (possibly) 

ambiguous instrumental music. 

To a general audience, the foreignness of classical music provides none of these 

comforts. Listeners often feel isolated and ill informed when confronted with this "elite" art 

form. Our challenge is to preserve the integrity of this genre without distancing the audience. 

We need to move away from performances exclusively by and for musicians. The current 

state of concert attendance in America harkens back to Schoenberg’s idea for the Society for 

Private Musical Performances. Appreciating the nuances of complex music is essential for 

preserving its integrity, but we are doing ourselves a disservice by limiting our audience base. Of 

course, the musician’s perception of a piece will be on a high level, analyzing form, harmony, 

instrumentation, etc. The average American has the ability to hear all of these elements with 



training. In order to develop these skills, however, we must take it upon ourselves to revitalize 

the concert hall. No one analyzed a symphony without hearing one first. 

Even if listeners are able to get past classical music’s length and foreignness, they are 

forced to contend with the intimidating nature of today’s classical concert culture. People are 

expected to enter, sit down quietly, and listen for two hours in a vast, darkened room. Musicians 

wear black. Devoted audience members will promptly aim dark looks at anyone who might 

sneeze during a cadenza or clap between movements.  

These conventions are not bad in and of themselves. They merely serve to foster 

reverence for these awe-inspiring pieces—an admirable goal to be sure. Nevertheless, it cannot 

come as a surprise that classical music is losing its younger audience base. This generation is 

accustomed to concerts with multiple sources of social, visual, and aural stimulation. Young 

people dance and sing along to their favorite artists during the live shows. Elaborate sets, light 

shows, and artists’ addressing of their audiences all serve to draw listeners closer. Should the 

next performance of Beethoven’s Fifth include fog machines and a light show? No. But if we are 

honest, we see that classical music is in a bad way. If we cannot better relate to our audience, 

there will be no concert halls to house Beethoven’s grand legacy.  

 


