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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Symphony orchestras today acknowledge the need to make
their art relevant again in today’s societies and innovate their
practices. When these innovations regard audience
participation, they challenge the ritualised formats of
classical music performance and disrupt normative, social,
and artistic traditions. The orchestra therefore presents an
interesting case to develop a better understanding of the
value-laden dynamics of innovation in public participation.
Implicit notions of an ‘ideal public’ and its desirable
behaviour often structure the design, set-up, and
assessment of participatory innovations. Fieldwork during
the Empty Minds concerts, that the South Netherlands
Philharmonic organised in 2018 to innovate participation,
supports this claim.
The organisers aimed to assign new participatory roles to
the audience. Throughout the organisational process, three
forms of frictions developed. The hierarchical pattern of
symphonic concerts conﬂicted with the plan for new
audience participation, material routines were challenged,
and during the actual concerts, audience members did not
participate in new ways. The observed frictions show that
what matters artistically cannot be separated from how the
performance is organised: artistic qualities emerge in and
through socio-material practice. What comes to count as
desirable public participation is thus not a given, but needs
to be continuously articulated, negotiated and constructed.

Participation; symphonic
music; innovation;
audiences; friction

Introduction
Current debates in and about the practice of classical music focus on crisis
(Johnson, 2002; Kramer, 2007). The value of the canon of musical works of
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the past is no longer self-evident. Audiences are aging, and young people hesitate to join the rituals of the classical music concert. Neoliberal policies question the role of the government as the main funder of musical institutions. In
response of these debates, many orchestral institutions acknowledge the need to
innovate their organisations and make their art relevant again in today’s
societies.
In European countries, recent narratives on the declining relevance of the
classical music practice as well as government policies to revive it have
focused on audiences. In the Netherlands, for example, musical organisations
including symphony orchestras only receive funding if they cope with the
changes in audience composition, preferences, and behaviour of their audiences
(Raad voor Cultuur, 2014, pp. 41–43). Symphonic orchestras have started to
organise concerts in ways that not only aim to attract new audiences, but
also to give members of the audience new roles. These innovations in audience
participation challenge the ritualised practice of the classical music concert with
its strict roles and expectations for audiences and musicians alike.
In this paper, we investigate the co-shaping of participatory innovation and
its emerging publics in the arts, more speciﬁcally in the context of symphonic
music. Drawing on ethnographic ﬁeldwork during two concerts that aimed to
give audiences new ways to participate, and on twelve interviews with organisers of the concerts, we aim to answer the following questions: How do orchestra staﬀ, musicians and external partners attempt to distribute artistic
responsibilities in new ways in order to change audience roles? Given that
aim, what did (or did not) change in practice, and how to explain that?
Through answering these questions, we argue that a focus on innovative
forms of participation in symphonic practices can contribute to existing
work in STS on co-shaping around technoscientiﬁc issues. In doing so, we
build on a growing body of STS work concerned with the ‘Making and
Doing’ of participatory experiments (Downey and Zuiderent-Jerak, 2017;
Lezaun et al., 2017). Here it has been argued that it is important to pay attention
to ‘frictions,’ a term that refers to the ‘localised complexities’ understood as the
tensions and diﬃculties that are often hidden or ignored in participatory practices themselves (Downey and Zuiderent-Jerak, 2017, p. 240). Opening up
decision-making processes in practices of scientiﬁc knowledge production
and technological innovation through participatory innovation was and is generally considered as politically desirable, or seen as a means to increase legitimisation, consent and support for science and technology policies and
development (cf. Kearnes and Wynne, 2007; Chilvers and Kearnes, 2016;
Lezaun et al., 2017). Our research highlights the tensions that traditions, normativities and existing repertoires of action may cause when new forms of participation are tried out.
In recent years, discourses and practices of innovation in public participation
have moved beyond the technoscientiﬁc realm (Delvenne and Macq, 2020).
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Social experiments such as hackathons, public engagement events, digital participation projects, engaged art projects, or design prototyping aim at making
publics engage with matters of societal concern, such as social cohesion in
local neighbourhoods, patient involvement in healthcare practices, or sustainable living (Latour, 2005; Marres, 2012). Public participation has thus become a
norm in our contemporary public life, with its own formalised expertise and
standardised forms of citizen participation such as ‘professional patients’ in
health care participation practices (Groves, 2017).
In participatory innovation, the question of how the desirability of participation is argued for becomes a pressing matter, especially in contexts where
participation legitimises existing practices. Implicit notions of an ‘ideal
public,’ and what should count as desirable behaviour, often structure the
design, set-up and assessment of public participation experiments (DiSalvo,
2009; Michael, 2012; De Saille, 2015). In turn, the situational speciﬁcity of
the social experiment, namely its material and spatial design and the people
present, make particular publics emerge (cf. Dantec and DiSalvo, 2013;
Lezaun et al., 2017). It follows that ‘The public’ is not a neutral and externally
given entity, but rather is constructed and made relevant in such experiments
(cf. Oudshoorn and Pinch, 2003; Wyatt, 2003; Horst and Michael, 2011; Chilvers and Kearnes, 2016).
Art practices oﬀer interesting cases of participatory innovation. From community arts, social design, socially-engaged art, to educational theatre, artists
have explored new ways to include audiences in their artistic practices
(Gielen, 2011; cf. Bishop, 2012). Yet, societal engagement and public participation in arts practices also remains controversial. As in other public
domains, participatory projects in the arts are often geared towards breaking
or diﬀusing the hierarchal distinction between experts and laymen. Issues
such as the legacy and durability of participation practices, co-authorship
versus the autonomy of the artist, implied normative views on participants
and democratisation, and the tension between criteria for evaluating social
impact and artistic quality, are topical issues in the debate (Lind, 2007; Helguera, 2011; Bishop, 2012). Participation in artistic practices thus problematises
not only the aesthetic assumptions within these practices, but also the position
of the arts as a relatively autonomous domain in contemporary society (Kester,
2006; Bishop, 2012; Doorman, 2016).
In this article we will show how symphonic music practice features idiosyncratic normativities that make innovation of audience roles particularly challenging. This makes the practice a rich site for understanding the value-laden
dynamics of innovation in public participation. We focus on one project in
symphonic audience participation: the i-Classics series of the South Netherlands Philharmonic, particularly the two Empty Minds concerts that were
organised in 2018. In the i-Classics series, the orchestra set up collaborations
across arts disciplines to innovate its traditional ways of performing and the
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ways in which audiences participate in concerts, whilst at the same time trying
to reach a broader and younger audience.
Symphonic Music, Participation and Innovation
The symphony orchestra as an artistic organisation and musical apparatus
emerged in the eighteenth century and developed throughout the nineteenth
century into the largest and most complex ensemble in classical music
(Spitzer and Zaslaw, 2004). The roles and responsibilities of the various
actors participating in symphonic music concerts, such as composers, orchestra
staﬀ, conductors, musicians, audience members, are codiﬁed in a standard
model of production and consumption of canonical symphonic works, most
of which were composed between the mid-eighteenth and the early twentieth
century.1 Lydia Goehr (2007) analysed how the concept of ‘musical works’
regulated how composers notated their music, how performers were expected
to give authentic performances, and how audiences were educated to listen
in silence to the beauty of the musical work as art, and to reﬂect on its
meaning (see also Johnson, 1996; Bonds, 1997). A performance of a musical
work by a symphony orchestra thus implies behavioural, social and aesthetic
norms for all involved. These norms also materialised in the design of
concert halls as they emerged in the nineteenth century (Thompson, 2004;
Cressman, 2016).
The conventions around how to take part in a performance are more stable
in symphonic music than in other musical genres. In a concert hall, audiences
not only listen to music from the past, they participate in a ritual that has a long
history. In his ethnographic account of this ritual, Small (1998) presented a
relational perspective on the classical music practice. From the architecture
of the concert hall, the costumes of the performers, to the ways of performing
and listening: doing classical music is about establishing relationships. To
analyse these, Small coined the concept of ‘musicking’ (Small, 1998, pp. 9–
10). The verb shifts the analytical focus from the stable musical work as
notated in scores to the actual work that is done to produce, perform, enjoy,
assess, and distribute music. Symphonic musicking thus involves a complex
whole of roles and routines, as well as standardised material assemblages. Innovating concert formats raises questions about how this changes the complex
whole, and what these changes mean for participating in a concert.
To understand what is at stake when orchestras such as the South Netherlands Philharmonic attempt to innovate their concerts, we can draw on STS
work on innovation in musical practices since the early 2000s (Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2003; Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2004; Théberge, 2004; Harkins, 2015).
Tracing the development of the Moog synthesiser, Pinch and Trocco (2004)
showed that a new technology could have unexpected consequences when it
was taken up by new groups of users. Path dependency played a role in the
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success of the Moog synthesiser because it oﬀered users a familiar interface with
the new technology through a standard keyboard. As Bijsterveld and Schulp
(2004) have argued, classical music instruments are often remarkably obdurate
and stable. Exploring the tension between tradition and innovation, they followed instrument makers and promoters of unusually constructed ﬂutes, bassoons, saxophones, violas, guitars and oboe-reeds. What made them
successful as innovators, Bijsterveld and Schulp argue, was that they were
able to connect technological and musical cultures in ways that both innovated
and sustained tradition (see also Bijsterveld and Peters, 2010; Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2015).
Path dependencies and the tension between tradition and innovation can
help to explain the continuities in symphonic practice between the past and
the present as obduracies that cannot easily be changed. The STS focus on
music in the making as a social, material, and situated practice resonates
with recent work in music sociology and musicology (Acord and DeNora,
2008; Born, 2010; DeNora, 2016). Moving from ‘page’ to ‘stage,’ as Cook
(2014) phrased it, the focus shifted from analysing the musical composition
to studying the actual work necessary to produce, perform and distribute
music, as well as the materiality of musical performance and experience.
In his pragmatic analysis of the ontology of music, Hennion (2001, 2012,
2015) also dismantles the dualism between the aesthetic analysis of the
musical work as an isolated art object and the social analysis of the conditions
through which it exists. To counter this binary approach, Hennion focuses on
the myriad of mediators that are assembled in the collective process of making
music appear among us: ‘(…) all we see are instruments, scores, media,
languages, institutions, interpreters and teachers.’ (2015, p. 3) If music as an
art can only exist through the accumulation of mediators, Hennion argues,
then to study music as a practice is to trace the mediations relevant to what
we want to understand. The concept of mediation as it developed in the past
two decades in studies of music practices informs our empirical study of participatory innovation in symphonic practice (Born and Barry, 2018).
Empty Minds: Observing Participation in Practice
Nowadays, many orchestras oﬀer innovative concert formats that aim to make
classical music relevant to a broader audience in new ways, whether as part of
the regular concert programme, or as outreach and educational activities. They
often do so by experimenting with crossovers and collaborations with other art
genres, or by using apps, visuals, or virtual reality (VR) to create a sensory spectacle of the concert.2 In 2014, the South Netherlands Philharmonic started its
experimental i-Classics series, at the time still named Spicy Classics. The
orchestra wanted to make a concert series for a younger audience (Interview
director of the orchestra) and started programming one-hour concerts
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outside of the concert hall in collaboration with other, often young, artistic
partners (Interview staﬀ member marketing department). This aim, however,
shifted over time:
The aim was ﬁrst to reach a younger audience with our innovative multi-disciplinary
projects. That is still something we strive for, but in practice, in this part of the Netherlands, this turns out to be diﬃcult. So what we make now has a laboratory-function:
it has grown from a series that aimed to reach a younger audience to an important
artistic laboratory. […] i-Classics became a collective noun for concerts in which
our orchestra experiments with its traditional concert formats. (Interview artistic
programmer)

The i-Classics Empty Minds project was meant to increase the possibilities for
the audience to participate during the concert. The South Netherlands Philharmonic phrased the ideas behind the concerts as follows:
Experience live classical music in a completely new way! More than 50 musicians are
following your movement through the concert venue, enabling you and the rest of the
audience to reorder and shape the music being played. Feel the vibration of the
strings, hear the breathing of the brass players and free your mind during i-Classics
Empty Minds. Rather than leaning back you will become a part of a complete experience of music, fashion and video in collaboration with the South Netherlands Philharmonic, art collective playField, and FASHIONCLASH. (Promotional ﬂyer Empty
Minds concert)

The two concerts did not take place in a regular concert venue. Instead, the
orchestra played in pop music venue Complex in Maastricht, and in the refurbished industrial building of Strijp S, Eindhoven. When we, as researchers and
audience members, entered the Klokgebouw of Strijp S, we received a yellow or
blue paper hat. On a video screen above the entrance of the venue, a looped
instruction video was played. As if we were watching safety instructions on
board a plane, the video asked us to put the hats on our heads before we
entered the performance space. We followed the instructions and entered the
space. Musicians were already there. There were no chairs to sit on: not for
us, nor for the orchestra. The musicians stood on low platforms, divided into
small instrumental groups over the large refurbished factory hall. As an audience member, one could walk around in between the musicians. The unfamiliarity of the situation triggered reactions: people laughed, made selﬁes with
the coloured hats on, or looked around curiously. The ﬂoor of the performance
space was covered with an intricate web of blue lines, yellow dots, lists of instruments, and a grid of white tape. This visual pattern, we learned from the programme leaﬂet, was a visual representation of the score of one of the
compositions that would be played: Empty Mind I.3
The analysis of the two concerts that we will give below is based on ethnographic ﬁeldwork that was conducted in September and October 2018. One
of us (Veerle Spronck) did participant-observations during the preparations
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of the concert: spending time at the marketing and production oﬃces of the
orchestra, sitting in on meetings, helping out during the build-up week, and
attending rehearsals and evaluation meetings afterwards. In addition to these
observations, she conducted twelve qualitative semi-structured interviews
with actors involved in the process and organisation of Empty Minds: from
the artistic director to playField, to musicians, to the production leader.
Following the work of Antoine Hennion, she invited interviewees not to
speak about ‘what they liked […] but of their ways of listening, playing and
choosing, and of what was happening’ (2001, pp. 5–6). This approach challenges interviewees to verbalise and describe how they work: with a focus on
their ways of doing things, rather than a focus on their likes and dislikes.
The aim of this is to get insights in how the project challenged their routines,
rather than their opinion on the Empty Minds project (which is a more comfortable mode of talking about projects they do). All three of us were present doing
observations during the two concerts, in Eindhoven and Maastricht. All the
materials, both the ﬁeld notes and the interview transcripts, were subsequently
coded and analysed using ATLAS.ti.
We did not conduct interviews with audience members, but we made observations and documented our own experiences as audience members. This is a
potential limitation, since this implies that we have to remain reﬂexive about
the assumptions we may have made in our observations about the other audience members. The reason for not conducting interviews, however, lies in the
focus of our questions. Our aim in this case was not to get an idea of what this
particular audience desired or thought, but to better understand how the audience was constructed from the perspective of the organisers. In this article, our
analytical focus is on moments where friction arose, because this allows us to
unpack the relations between the attempts to innovate participation on the
one hand, and the traditional routines of orchestral practice on the other.
Building on interventionist, ethnographic, and artistic work in STS, we conceptualise friction as the hidden or implicit tensions that are often part of participatory practices themselves and aim to make these frictions explicit in order
to better understand the ‘internal inconsistencies within empirical ﬁelds’
(Downey and Zuiderent-Jerak, 2017, p. 240; also see Zuiderent-Jerak and
Jensen, 2007; Benschop, 2019; Borgdorﬀ et al., 2019). Following Ruth
Benschop, by analytically focusing on ‘friction’ we understand the concert as
if it were a breaching experiment (Garﬁnkel, 1967): a practice that allows us
to articulate and study the diﬃculties of innovating participation in symphonic
practice (see also Benschop, 2019, p. 54).
Although the Empty Minds concert was not a traditional symphonic concert,
it was organised by a symphony orchestra, performed by the orchestra’s musicians, and most of the audience were regular attenders of the orchestra’s concerts. Analysing and articulating the frictions that emerged allows us to
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examine how this experimental concert asks for continuous renegotiations that
resulted from intervening in the codiﬁed repertoire of actions.
In order to empirically trace how the audience was imagined and constructed, and how participation and ideas about it emerged and disappeared
throughout the process of ‘doing’ the Empty Minds concerts, in our story we
will follow one particular material element: the coloured hat that was given
to audience members (see Figure 1). We decided to do so for three reasons.
Not only did the concert experience of Empty Minds start with receiving the
hat upon entering the venue, interviewees also extensively discussed the
object; it caused a lot of questions and confusion. Moreover, the role that the
hats were supposed to play was deeply entangled with the speciﬁc ways in
which the orchestra wanted to experiment with a new form of audience participation. As we will show, retracing the hat as a material element allows us to
understand how three diﬀerent forms of friction emerged: (1) frictions
around giving the audience artistic responsibilities, (2) material frictions in
the design of the concert situation, and (3) frictions between the new roles
that audience members were given and their own concert routines.

Three Forms of Friction
In this section, we ﬁrst analyse how artistic expertise and the understandings of it
are socially renegotiated in organising an unconventional concert format. We

Figure 1. Two of the authors among audience members at the Empty Minds concert wearing
coloured hats (picture taken by Veerle Spronck as part of her ethnographic ﬁeldwork during
Empty Minds in Eindhoven, NL).

SCIENCE AS CULTURE

9

then focus on the material build-up of the concert and the practical routines that
were challenged. Finally, we take a closer look at the interactions between participants during the concert itself, which leads us to normative questions about participation as an artistic strategy that is both desirable and ‘plannable.’

Renegotiating Artistic Responsibilities?

To see why the paper hats became part of the project, we have to go back to the
starting point of the i-Classics series. The South Netherlands Philharmonic
initiated a multidisciplinary collaboration in every i-Classics concert. In the
case of Empty Minds, the orchestra started conversations with the Maastricht-based fashion collective FashionClash with the aim of organising a
concert together. In this concert, the audience members would be asked to
play an unconventional role – perhaps with the help of clothing. While exploring how to experiment with the role of the audience, FashionClash put the
orchestra into contact with the Flemish arts collective playField. Their expertise
is in creating interactive theatre plays or installations in which they explore the
boundaries between actors and spectators. The orchestra’s artistic programmer
explains why the orchestra decided to invite playField to join the collaboration:
I asked them [playField] to translate their ways of working to the concert situation: to
create a concert in which the audience really has a say in what happens. To transform
them from listener to performer, to take away the borders between orchestra and
audience, so they could create a new artwork together. (Interview artistic
programmer)

Meanwhile, the artistic programmer was also bringing the concert together
musically: what is going to be played and by whom? He decided to work
with recorder player Erik Bosgraaf as a soloist. Through conversations with
him, it was decided that two new compositions would become the musical
basis of the concert: a composition by Dutch composer Anthony Fiumara
called Desprez XL, and an orchestra-version of Wim Henderickx’s Empty
Mind I. The composition by Fiumara was based on the vocal renaissance
music of Josquin Desprez, in which he distributes the polyphonic lines
between the recorder soloist and sections of the orchestra. Empty Mind I was
originally conceived as a composition for oboe and electronic sound, and
was rewritten as a version where the electronic sounds are merged with those
of live instruments. The composition has six parts and uses an alternative
spatial set-up. The orchestra was not positioned on a central stage, but
spread throughout the concert venue in smaller groups, with the conductor
in the middle. This spatial layout became the starting point for playField:
The idea that we started out with, was that audience members would have an
inﬂuence on the order in which the music was played. Empty Mind I consists of six
parts which can be played in any order. We wanted to trigger the audience to
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decide the order during the concert through their walking on the ﬂoor painting.
(Interview playField)

This is where the hats enter the story. By wearing hats with two diﬀerent
colours, yellow and blue, audience members would function as moving notes
in the musical score that was painted on the ﬂoor. During the concert, a
video camera would register the movements from above, and audience
members could see what was going on in real-time on a large video screen
on one side of the space. Via this screen, it would become visible to the conductor what part of the score the audience decided to play next. The audience
members thus would be given a responsibility that is usually the conductor’s.
They would have a say in some of the artistic decisions taken during the
concert.
The ﬁnal concerts, however, did not run according to this original plan. The
ﬂoor drawing was there. The real-time video was there. The hats were there. But
the conductor decided on the order of the music. What had happened? As the
concert organisers tried to break with conventional concert rules, expertise had
to be organised diﬀerently. Traditionally, the conductor is the one who makes
the artistic decisions towards and during the concert. Here, however, this
appeared more complex. Next to the composer and the recorder soloist (who
also acted as conductors), FashionClash and playField brought their own expertise to the design of the concert experience. They had to negotiate which
decisions were taken by whom. At a ﬁrst glance, this may seem like a neutral
re-negotiation:
Look, everyone had their own core expertise […] playField planned to actively engage
the audience, but they decided in the end that that was too much. That is their
decision. I am not the one to say something about that. They are also not going to
tell me that I should play diﬀerent music. (Interview soloist)

In practice, however, this was not so simple. The tasks of playField and of the
composer and the soloist cannot be easily separated. Take for instance the
spatial set-up during the concert. Henderickx’ composition implied a spatial
set-up of the orchestra, playField designed a ﬂoor painting and had their
plans for how the audience would contribute to the performance in this
spatial set-up. The music ‘itself’ and what that music required as well as the
role of the audience were not so simple to delineate. This entanglement
caused friction:
The idea to work with zones in the drawing that the audience could activate was there
for a long time, but in the end, the longer we discussed it with the composer, the more
clear it became that is was an element that distracted from the music. There was
already so much going on, so we wanted to keep the focus on the music. (Interview
playField)
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To the composer and conductor, the added value of the hats was not clear. He
wondered what the relation was between the hats and what happened musically (Interview composer/conductor). playField decided to follow his
opinion on this. The initial idea that audience members would inﬂuence
the order of the music through their movements in the performance space
was abolished.
In these negotiations about the possibilities to give an active role to the audience in directing the order of the music to be performed by the orchestra, a
hierarchal pattern from conventional symphonic concerts was reproduced:
the aesthetics of the performed work were thought to conﬂict with an active
role for the audience. In the negotiations with the diﬀerent artistic partners,
the authority and the artistic responsibility of the conductor eventually
remained unchallenged. The question that proved too diﬃcult to answer in
practice, was if the audience could and should be thought of as external to
the musical performance, or as an aesthetically meaningful part of it. As the traditional power structure remained in place, the hats that were handed out to the
audience became a material reminder of the failed attempt to redistribute artistic responsibilities during the concert.
(Un)Learning Material Routines

On the day before the premiere, there is more and more tape on the ﬂoor in the
Strijp S-building. The yellow dots mark the places where the soloist will stand;
the blue lines represent the composition. The person who is arranging the lights
says that he only has to adjust them the next morning. In another corner of the
hall, two people are busy building up the two stages for the percussion. In the
space next door, the orchestra’s stage managers are unpacking the instruments
for the rehearsal tomorrow. The orchestra’s production leader and one of us sit
at an improvised desk in the corner. Earlier this morning someone from FashionClash came to drop oﬀ cardboard boxes full of bright coloured hats. Today,
the diﬀerent actors that will create the concert come together here at Strijp
S. They are working on synchronising their interests and tasks. Tomorrow,
when the orchestra arrives, everything needs to come together, both ﬁguratively
in the planning, and literally in the concert space.
As we learnt in the previous section, the original plan of audience participation has changed. The hats will no longer enable the audience to inﬂuence
the order of the music performed during the concert as the result of the
social negotiations in the organisation of the concert, but they will still be
handed out to the audience. According to one of the people from playField,
the hats will invite audience members to experiment with diﬀerent positions
in space through their walking: they can hear and experience the music and
the concert situation diﬀerently because they can walk freely and see themselves
on screen (Interview playField).
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The concert could enable a second layer of reﬂection as well: because audience members can reposition themselves and are wearing a ‘costume,’ it
becomes visible in new ways how they are a part of the concert situation. In
a regular concert in a concert hall, it is easier to assume that audience
members are a separate element in the concert, and do not participate in the
artistic work that happens on stage. In Empty Minds, it is conspicuous that
the audience is part of the musicking that is going on during the concert.
However, to enable audience members to reﬂect on their own position, an
array of seemingly separate material elements of the performance (the hats,
the ﬂoor painting, the spatial set-up, the screen and the real-time video) need
to work together. In a regular concert too, a whole set of material elements
need to be aligned to let the concert work in the way it should: the concert
hall, acoustics, chairs, lighting, scores, costumes, foyers, and so on. This routinised work in the everyday practices of the symphonic orchestra is rendered
invisible. Here, in the Strijp S building, these material routines are not in
place. Therefore, the work that makes a concert ‘work’ becomes visible again.
Other things become important and it has to be found out in practice what
is necessary for the ‘overall picture’ to work (Interview production leader).
The deﬁnition of what ‘works’ is something that the orchestra had to learn
during the organisation of the concert.
In order for the hats to trigger audience members to walk around and reﬂect,
it was important to establish a relationship between the ﬂoor painting and the
hats. Here, the real-time video turned out to be key:
I think it [the concert] worked, except for the video. This was an essential element that
created meaning, that would have given it a deeper layer. However, the cameras were
not of high enough quality. So this whole part of magic, that was gone. (Interview production leader)

This seemingly small technological detail had far-reaching consequences for the
experience that playField was aiming for:
I think people would have moved more if the projection would have been clearer.
They could have played with it: where am I in the space, and what does that mean
on screen and in the ﬂoor drawing? (Interview playField)

Doing an innovative concert, thus, asks for learning and reﬂection, ﬁrst and
foremost by the organisation itself. As a material element, the video camera is
not external to the artistic meaning that can be given to concert situation.
Rather, the camera turns out to be part of the artistic concept. But because it
was thought of as external throughout the process of building up the concert,
it led to frictions: it remained unclear whose responsibility the video cameras
actually were, how the screen connected the diﬀerent parts of the performance,
and what (artistic) role they played during the concert.
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Not only do new things have to be learned in order to do an innovative
concert, an awareness of existing routines and division of roles is necessary,
and staﬀ needs to reﬂect on what is considered important and what not. The
Empty Minds concert challenged the routinised ways of working of the orchestra in which the material setting is already in place and it is clear upfront who is
responsible for what. Some things remain the same (musicians need to see the
conductor), but other things (the video camera) turn out to be core actors. They
are not just details of separate elements. Instead, it becomes visible that the
concert is constituted by a network of human, material and technological
actors. It is only through their interrelations that the concert situation can,
or cannot, acquire artistic interest.
Performing for (Un)Ruly Audiences

The concert starts when the recorder soloist/conductor of the ﬁrst piece that is
played tonight, Desprez XL by the Dutch composer Anthony Fiumara, enters
the concert space and climbs on a higher platform in the middle of the Klokgebouw. The music begins and people are hesitantly beginning to explore the
space. The spatial set-up invites them to walk around, stand still, and choose a
position close to the diﬀerent instrumental sections of the orchestra. While
some people look seemingly ill at ease, others start to move around. They
look thoughtful, sometimes frowning and touching their chins, or holding
their hands behind their backs like strolling in a museum. Attentive listening
became attentive walking and attentive looking. Only few audience members
dared to stand really close to the musicians, to watch over the shoulders of
performers, or to look them into the eye. Strikingly, during both concerts, a
large part of the audience remains standing at the place where they entered
the hall.
What soon became clear is that the spatial set-up of tonight’s concert, with
the conductor in the middle of the space in an elevated position, installed a
certain focus. His position was necessary for the musicians to be able to see
him. The score still demanded a focus on the conductor from the musicians,
which made him the person in a position of power during the concert. This
had consequences for the ways in which the audience participated in the
concert. Since the musicians had to focus on the conductor, there were clear
view lines in that direction. Many audience members seemed to follow the
focus of attention of the musicians. During the concerts, they formed a circle
around the conductor and his platform (see Figure 2). This focus on the conductor – instead of freely roaming around and looking closely at individual
musicians – was underlined by the applause at the end, which was directed
towards the soloist and the conductor.
The audience, the three of us included, also participated in other ways that
departed from the type of participation imagined by the organisers of the
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Figure 2. Audience members form a circle around the conductor (picture taken by Veerle
Spronck as part of her ethnographic ﬁeldwork during Empty Minds in Eindhoven, NL).

experiment. The organisers imagined an audience that would become part of
the concert situation with the help of their hats, an audience that would start
to walk around freely to hear speciﬁc things – repositioning themselves
between the musicians as the concert went on. What we observed both
through our experience as audience members ourselves and observing the
people around us was that the audience did not comply. Instead, they found
small ways in which they went against the planned participatory ideals and
boundaries of the concert.
This started, most visibly, with the hats. As one of the percussionists
described: ‘Many people came in wearing the hats, but after two minutes
they took them oﬀ’ (Interview percussionist). The hats did not give the audience
members any inﬂuence in what they heard, and their role remained unclear for
most people involved. Consequently, they were taken oﬀ by audience members,
other audience members may not have understood the use of the hats, or simply
did not want to wear them, one of us, too, felt uncomfortable being forced to be
part of the whole. By taking oﬀ the hats, participants became more like regular
audience members, who are used to a clear diﬀerence between audience and
performer.
As the concert progressed, more and more audience members sat down on
the ground, or at the edges of the percussionist platforms. It turned out that for
many people, it was quite an eﬀort to walk around and stand up for more than
an hour. In Eindhoven, people found out that they could go upstairs to balconies in the Klokgebouw space that were not planned to be used during the
concert. Two of us followed some of the other audience members upstairs.

SCIENCE AS CULTURE

15

Walking upstairs allowed you to take a distance, literally by stepping ‘outside’ of
the designated concert area. This distanced position allowed us to see and hear
the orchestras as a whole, and in fact restore the traditional way in which one
would listen to an orchestra in a concert hall. Not having to choose position
yourself but attending to the entire sound from a distance.
An interesting paradox emerged: when audience members actually ‘took’ the
freedom that they were given during the experimental concert, this resulted in
behaviour that was not necessarily planned or envisioned as ideal by the artistic
team. Both the spatial set-up of the conductor on a little stage, as well as
unplanned behaviour, allowed audience members to turn the innovative
concert into a more traditional symphonic music concert situation: focussing
on the conductor, sitting down, taking oﬀ the hat that made them part of the
installation, going up to the balcony to hear the orchestra as a whole rather
than taking diﬀerent positions amongst the musicians. While the audience
was invited to challenge traditional concert conventions, in practice many audience members used this freedom to reproduce traditional concert conventions
where they could. When we see Empty Minds as a breaching experiment
(Garﬁnkel, 1967; Benschop, 2019) in which conventions, codes, and unspoken
rules that enable participants to give meaning to a social situation are breached
to demonstrate their workings, we can see that audience members repaired the
situation by falling back on concert routines which allowed them to focus on
the music itself.
The repair strategy that we observed, shows that there were frictions between
what the orchestra planned and imaged as ideal audience participation and
what the audience members themselves did during the concerts. Many audience members, some of us included, arrived at the concert with their own
expectations and experiences of symphonic music concerts. As there were no
instructions for the audience about their role, except for the video that told
us to put on the paper hats, we had to ﬁgure out ourselves what to do in the
midst of all the elements of the concert (from conductor to video screen and
ﬂoor painting) and this caused confusion. One way to deal with this confusion
was by repairing the situation and going into listening modes that are ‘normal’
during a concert of a symphonic orchestra, going back to ways of being an audience member that you are familiar with. Observing this discrepancy between
the imagined audience participation and the actual audience participation,
one could even question whether audience members actually desire to choose
their own listening position – the audience’s desires were assumed by the
organisers, but never actively questioned throughout the process.
Conclusion
In the past decade, symphony orchestras have responded to the presumed crisis
in classical music by creating innovative concert formats such as the Empty
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Minds case study we analysed. Many of these concert formats attempt to innovate audience participation. Since these innovations often disrupt dominant
behavioural, aesthetic and social traditions, we have argued that the practice
of symphonic music oﬀers a valuable context for studying and understanding
the co-shaping of participatory experiments and their emerging publics. In
this this article, we posed the following questions: How do orchestra staﬀ, musicians and external partners attempt to distribute artistic responsibilities in new
ways in order to change audience roles? Given that aim, what did (or did not)
change in practice, and how to explain that?
To analyse what happened before and during the Empty Minds concerts, we
used the notion of ‘friction’ as it was understood in the context of Making and
Doing projects by Downey and Zuiderent-Jerak (2017), and we built on STS
work that analyses how implicit notions of an ‘ideal public’ structure the
design and set-up of participatory innovations (DiSalvo, 2009; Michael, 2012;
De Saille, 2015). In the collaboration and negotiations between the partners
at the start of the project, the audience were given an artistic role: deciding
on the order of the parts of the composition by walking around.4 As the
project developed, this original concept increasingly faltered. It turned out to
be diﬃcult for the organisers to divide new tasks within their routinised ways
of working because it had become unclear which elements contributed to the
artistic meaning of the concert. Elements like a video camera that are normally
external to the aesthetic experience of a symphonic concert, now turned out to
be part of it.
Most decisively, the aesthetics of the performed musical work were seen,
ﬁrst by the composer, later also by other collaborators, as conﬂicting with the
active role of the audience, which ultimately led to the abandonment of this
role. Yet the material elements that supported it – the hats, the visual pattern
on the ﬂoor – were kept in place. Intended to create a link between the movements of the audience and the musical performance, they became useless in the
light of the participatory goal that the organisers initially had. Now that these
elements did not directly support the participatory role of the audience
anymore, they mainly caused confusion. During the concerts, we observed
and experienced that the audience ended up reproducing traditional concert
conventions: creating a distance, sitting down, listening attentively. We conclude that audience members eventually did not participate in new ways in
the concert situation and that, during the actual concerts, the traditional divisions of artistic labour were not changed. How to explain this?
At ﬁrst sight, the conventions of the symphonic concert ritual turned out to
constrain and limit the innovative ambitions of the organisers. The traditional
role of the audience in an orchestral performance follows from the premise that
they should be able to experience the music as a work of art through being an
attentive listener, making sense of what she is listening to in silence and from a
distance. In the case of Empty Minds, we observed how audience members

SCIENCE AS CULTURE

17

repaired the situation by turning it into a conventional concert. This makes
sense if we understand how artistic qualities traditionally emerge in symphonic
music practices. What matters artistically cannot be separated from how the
performance is organised. Our impression as observers was that despite the
attempts made by the organisers, in how the concert materialised in the end
there was no room for the audience to actively contribute to the emergence
of new artistic qualities.
Frictions arose at moments that existing social-aesthetic norms were on the
line: from the composer who takes the lead to the attentive listening of the audience. But there was no time to question how these norms would need to change
in this project and why this would be desirable. As a result, both organisers and
audience fell back on existing routines along the way. We conclude that this
goes to the core of the problem. Before a normatively charged organisation
such as a symphony orchestra can learn to give their audience new roles, it
needs to actively make an eﬀort to unlearn social-aesthetic routines ﬁrst.
These reﬂections on the Empty Minds concerts lead to some broader conclusions on participatory innovation. What comes to count as desirable public
participation – where, when, under what conditions, to what ends, and for
whom – is one of the main explicit stakes in the innovation of participation.
This entails designing situations in which new roles, expertise, and distributions
of labour and power can emerge. At the same time, reﬂection on existing conventional audience roles is necessary, because these may be challenged. The
desirability of new forms of participation – whether artistically motivated or
not – is not given, and needs to be articulated, negotiated, and constructed in
practice. This lesson is particularly relevant now, as more and more STS scholars
are involved in interventionist research, responsible for developing experiments
in participation, and take part in the STS Making and Doing Program in which
artistic creations become part of research practices.
Notes
1. Although less prominent in their programming, symphony orchestras can also
perform music from the Baroque era as well as twentieth century and contemporary
music. In doing so, they are in competition with ensembles specialised in early music
and contemporary music.
2. For an overview of such innovative practices in classical music, see Idema, 2012;
Björgvinsson et al., 2014; and Hamel, 2016
3. The title of the concert changed a couple of times during the process. Most of the iClassics concerts have a title that describes the multi-disciplinary collaboration (iClassics Music & Technology, i-Classics Music & Fashion). In this case, the organisers
considered Music & Icons – related to the role of clothing and religion, but it was
decided to use the title of one of the compositions: i-Classics Empty Minds. The
score of Empty Mind I also structured the spatial set-up and ﬂoor painting.
4. This approach is reminiscent of the chance music of John Cage, who experimented
with chance procedures to deﬁne the structure of musical events.
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