
Þræðir 10. tölublað – 2025 The Musical Chairs 
Framework 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

The Musical Chairs Framework for Understanding New Audiences 

and Innovative Practice 
An Analysis from the Perspective of the Conductor  

Majella Clarke 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

New Audiences and Innovative Practice (NAIP) within the European Master of Music degree 

programme is offered by several higher music education institutions from countries in Europe 

including Iceland University of the Arts (IUA), Royal Conservatoire in The Hague, and Prince 

Claus Conservatoire in Groningen. The NAIP programme targets students with high-level 

performance skills interested in reaching new audiences by learning to develop and lead cre-

ative projects in diverse artistic, community and inter-cross-transdisciplinary settings. The 

programme is designed to develop students’ leadership skills and collaborative practice in a 

variety of artistic and social contexts. This article addresses the strategic positioning/s of an 

artist and its collective via the following questions: How can I position my artistic practice when 

considering traditional practice and familiar audiences, versus new ways of performing? And what 

might I need to consider if I choose to reorient, pivot or shift my practice?  

This article will introduce the Musical Chairs Framework and present how it can be strategi-

cally used drawing on the author’s practice as a conductor and strategist. The article elaborates 

Chapter 2 from the author’s Master of Music thesis titled: Innovative Practice in Conducting: 

Graphic Scores, Sonic Batons and Open Ensembles for New Performance Formats . 

Addressing new audiences and innovative practice from a conductor’s perspective is a com-

plex task because as a traditional practice, it is taught through conservatory models of training 

that preserve the traditional practice. Typically, the conservatory models of education focus 

on classical music training, emphasising the repetition, reiteration, reinterpretation, and re-

production of repertoire from the late 17th – 20th centuries. However, in many education pro-

grammes, the role of the conductor as musical leader, artistic director, musician, composer, 

performer, within an historical context before the repertoire of the 17the Century is rarely dis-

cussed even though the practice has evolved and reshaped over several millenia and from 

when musicians started playing music together (Levine, 2001). When looking back through 

history, we can see that the ways of conducting and performing music does change over time, 

and will continue to change (Clarke, 2024; Clarke, 2025). 
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Technology developments of the twentieth century led to a redistribution of the almighty 

power of the orchestral conductor, and the democratization of orchestral life further led to the 

dilution of conductor power and the emergence of conductorless ensembles in the early 21st 

Century (Clarke, 2022). So, when it comes to understanding the potential for innovative prac-

tice within conducting, it needs to be placed within the full practice and historical context of 

conducting with all the traditions and their conservations. The symphonic traditions and as-

sociated conducting practices of the 17th – 20th Centuries continued to be enjoyed by audi-

ences that are familiar with symphonic orchestra concerts, making that aspect of conducting 

practice still highly relevant to the profession. That being said, what happens when we take a 

forward looking approach to the practice of conducting? What types of innovations, expan-

sions and augmentations of practice might we encounter in the 21st Century? And what might 

those novelties mean for orchestras, ensembles and their audiences? To be able to continue the 

analysis with depth, one must distinguish innovative versus traditional practices in conduct-

ing, as well as new audiences versus the familiar audience.  

THE MUSICAL CHAIRS FRAMEWORK 

 

Figure 1: Musical Chairs Framework 

Drawing from almost two decades of experience in strategic management consulting, the  

Musical Chairs Framework has been developed by myself, the author, to understand the in-

terplay and positioning between traditional and innovative practices, alongside new versus 

familiar audiences. Frameworks are commonly developed and used by management consult-

ants to simplify complex problems, gain alternative perspectives, and create structure for de-

veloping analysis and understanding. They are also often used for gaining collective align-

ment on a current position for which a group main aim to shift from or pivot and can therefore 

be useful to guide a structured discussion. By developing a new framework approach, the 

complex problem of How can I position my artistic practice and what might I need to consider if I 

choose to reorient, pivot or shift? can be disaggregated and simplified. While the application in 

this article is with respect to my own practice in conducting, it can also be of use to other 

creative practices that might use the framework to position a pivot or shift in their own work.  
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Referring to Figure 1 above, the horizontal axis presents the spectrum of audiences. Familiar 

audiences know the artistic format and often have familiarity with the repertoire and perfor-

mance content. New audiences are those that have yet to experience the performance content 

and are usually looking for new creative experiences. The vertical axis reviews the spectrum 

of practice, from traditional to innovative. Traditional practice typically conforms to stylistic 

norms, notation, instrumentation, and performance techniques and can be argued to have 

deep cultural and historical significance. Innovative practice can incorporate the use of tech-

nology, the blending of genres, unconventional instrumentation, audience interaction, cross-

media approaches, and cross-cultural influences to name a few. 

QUADRANT ANALYSIS 

The following intersections can be used to describe the experiences when practice and audi-

ence converge in a section of the spectrum in Figure 2. Naming the quadrants and identifying 

key features of the quadrants helps us categorise and position the type of general experience 

that can be elaborated into one of four of the descriptions below. 

Orthodox is typically used to describe something that adheres to traditional practices and 

standards or in accordance with established norms. It is the opposite of innovative. In the 

practice of conducting, we are looking for concerts that feature traditional (orthodox) pro-

gramming and a familiar concert experience.  For example, the Vienna Philharmonic  

Orchestra at their New Year’s Eve Concert in the Großer Saal of the Musikverein in Vienna, 

commonly featuring a program of classical music compositions, particularly Waltzes and  

Polkas by Johann Strauss II. The Vienna Philharmonic’s web information about the New 

Year’s concert is a useful source to review the history and significance of what has become an 

orthodox practice in programming for the orchestra (Vienna Philharmonic, n.d.). 

Transition is used to describe when the traditional audience begins to shift from a familiar to 

an unfamiliar experience and is likely to encompass various reactions and emotions that the 

audience goes through during the process. It can signify a change and adaptation that mem-

bers of the audience go through as they shift from subscribing to traditional performance for-

mats to innovative performance formats. Think Barbara Hannigan in concert.  Hannigan is a 

conductor and singer who both conducts and sings at the same time, even though the concert 

experience is presented in a traditional staged format. Hannigan’s performance of “Mysteries 

of the Macabre" composed by György Ligeti with the Avanti! Chamber Orchestra for the  

Festival "Présences 2011" presents one of many available examples online (Bosc, 2011).  

Renaissance is used to describe the experience of audiences with renewed interest in tradi-

tional concert formats. Usually this might be due to efforts to make the experience more ac-

cessible or relevant to contemporary audiences. The term expansion might be considered to 

convey the idea of broadening the reach of a traditional art form to attract new and diverse 

audiences. The conductor Marin Alsop has been an advocate for gender and diversity in clas-

sical music and has played a role in broadening the traditional classical music audience base. 

A review of Alsop’s projects presents extensive work towards diversity and inclusion includ-

ing the Global Ode to Joy Project in partnership with Carnegie Hall, The Taki Alsop 
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Conducting Fellowship to support women conductors, OrchKids for developing musical and 

social skills with schools in Baltimore, and Rusty Musicians for adult non-professional musi-

cians in collaboration with the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, (Alsop, 2023). Another exam-

ple is the Iceland Symphony Orchestra, with its “Do You Want to Play Along?” project, invit-

ing everyone who wishes to join the Iceland Symphony Orchestra into an open rehearsal and 

performance in the Eldborg hall of the Harpa Concert Hall to celebrate the orchestras 75th 

anniversary. Over a hundred musicians signed up to participate, along with the Iceland  

Symphony Orchestra.1 The repertoire and presentation of the orchestra in its staged environ-

ment along with its conductor are traditional, with the program featuring the final movement 

of Dvořák's 9th Symphony, From the New World, and Á Sprengisandi, arranged by Páll  

Pampichler Pálsson. However, the inclusion of more than one hundred additional musicians 

will most certainly invigorate the curiosity of new audiences, and therefore a good example 

of a project in the renissance quadrant. 

New Sonomes is used to describe the new audiences built around innovative practice. These 

include avant-garde, cross-genre, experimentalists and mavericks with eccentric, sometimes 

iconoclastic audiences. On the conductor front, Pierre Boulez developed innovative conduct-

ing techniques for conducting complex contemporary music, including a conductor notation; 

for an example, refer to Boulez’ score of Le Marteau sans maître (Boulez, 1957) in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Excerpt from the score of Le Marteau sans maître by P. Boulez 

Esa Pekka-Salonen has explored innovative technologies such as orchestra 360 and conducting 

multimedia performances and has been at the forefront of innovation in classical music (HAM 

Helsinki, 2018). More recently, the sonic conducting baton developed in collaboration with 

Iceland’s Intelligent Instruments Lab, using neural audio synthesis (Caillon and Eslign, 2022) 

challenges the traditional foundations of conducting practice as it expands and sonifies the 

conductor’s gestures (Clarke, 2024). Using the conductor for directing spatially distributed 

musicians within the ensemble, so that the space itself becomes part of the ensemble, demon-

strated in the world premieres performed by the Korvat auki ensemble at the Musica  nova 

Helsinki Festival in 2025, is another example, Musica nova (2025).  

 
1 https://en.sinfonia.is/concerts-tickets/open-session-with-iso 
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Figure 3: The Musical Chairs Framework by Majella Clarke 

AFTERTHOUGHTS AND REFLECTIONS  

My NAIP project titled (Seasonally Adjusted) Sonomes performance, viva voce and thesis 

(Clarke, 2024) aimed to demonstrate innovative practice in conducting. It did this with the 

application of new technologies to sonify the conductor, while exploring different perfor-

mance formats utilizing an open performative installation rather than a traditional staged con-

cert experience to conduct graphic scores. New audiences were sought in the project by open-

ing the experience to the public and by providing visual material and projections that can help 

the audience connect with the music and its performance. The word “sonome” itself is a con-

firmed neologism and it originates through the combination of the Latin word for sound 

(Sonus) with the Greek word Biomes, which primarily refers to biotic communities that exist in 

nature (Clements, 1917). The term biome was further developed to specify “a certain grouping 

of species and varieties is characteristic of each biome” (Shelford and Olsen, 1935) and the 

definition was further reviewed and disambiguated in the article The Biome (Carpenter, 1939), 

which reviewed all contributions towards the meaning of the word biome. The interesting 

word in the definition of biome was that of “community,” as the NAIP project explored dif-

ferent sound communities from both the performer and audience perspectives. In this context, 

the word Sonome is explored through identifying the intersection of new audiences and inno-

vative practice spanning both conducting and new performance formats. The result is ulti-

mately new communities of sound.  

POSITIONING OF PRACTICE 

Thinking about the type of audiences the expression of practice attracts is an essential consid-

eration in performance. It determines the venue, the layout and spatial positioning of sensorial 

stimulus, the sonic, visual and gestural aesthetics and ultimately how to stage the perfor-

mance. So, the performer needs to be aware as to whether they are intending to situate their 

performance in a traditional practice or an innovative practice. Reaching the right audience to 

present the practice is also an essential consideration. Familiar audiences continue to purchase 
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tickets at staged performance venues and “bums on seats” is the performance metric that eval-

uates whether the performance achieved its goal. New audiences are likely to be different be-

cause it can be what data scientists like to call a “cold start” – that is, there is no previous 

reference to guide who you might reach out to, or who might be interested in your practice 

and artworks. This aspect of the new audience will require some experimentation in finding 

the vibe-tribe audience connections. My personal opinion is that the field of artistic research 

can support the experimentation and identification of new audiences that are interested in 

innovative practice, because the experimentation process that is inherent in artistic research 

allows for the exploration of new types of venues, sound making and how we make music. 

Therefore, when considering a reorientation, pivot or shift in practice, exploratories of time, 

space, sounding and ensemble, the different types of audiences one can reach also need to be 

considered.  

HUMANITY WILL ALWAYS NEED NEW IDEAS AND NEW WAYS OF EXPRESSION 

Innovation is a dynamic and often continuous process. However, there does come a point 

when an innovative approach expires or becomes mainstream or redundant. The music in-

dustry does protect innovative intellectual property, such as compositions, lyrics, sound de-

signs and other contributions to culture with copyright laws. New instruments and musical 

technologies and software are often patented and licensed. These trademarks, copyrights, pa-

tents, and licenses have validity dates for which the right to use is transferred after a period 

(Givoni, 2015). While the duration of protection differs depending on the medium of expres-

sion, for sake of drawing a clear line, let’s assume that innovation loses its disruptive force 

when the intellectual property right protection lapses. In understanding that innovation is re-

ally a fleeting moment in the timeline of human creativity, it would point to the common phe-

nomenon where all traditions that evolved over a short period of time were once innovations. 

This has implications for the application of the new audiences and innovative practice and the 

Musical Chairs Framework, as it means the categorizing of audiences and practice is dynamic, 

and that assignments of new audience and innovative practice are likely to become familiar 

audiences and traditional practice at a point in the not so distant future. The artist with their 

practice are challenged to create new ideas and find new people to receive these ideas. To 

remain in the traditional practice with the familiar audience risks cultural stagnation.  

Ultimately, the artist must renew themselves and ask – what am I giving that is new? 
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