Talking to Audiences
Why talk to your audience?
 Talking to audiences can help:
· break down the perceived barrier between performer and audience. 
· "humanize" the performer, so that the audience sees the performer as approachable.
· make whatever is new to the audience ( piece/genre/instruments) less intimidating.
· give the listener information that aids in listening. 
· create a receptive climate for the performance.
· make audience and performer both feel more comfortable.
These days, concert presenters (the people who book artists on their concert series) look to book musicians who are adept at audience interactions.  Presenters seek musicians for a range of activities beyond the standard formal concert, including speaking from the stage, short-term residencies in the schools, pre-concert lectures, and community outreach performances or master classes.  Presenters want these kinds of activities to promote audience development and community building.  Audiences are shrinking and the funds that used to subsidize community concert series have been cut.  So, for many presenters, audience development and outreach efforts are a matter of economic necessity.  In a sense, presenters are asking musicians to make up for what the public schools used to provide in terms of general music education.  Performers these days are not just in the music making business but are in the community building business.
It may help to think of this from the audience's point of view.  If classical or jazz music is new to you, you may think of it as "snob" music:  elitist, boring, or too sophisticated for the average person. Unfortunately, both the program notes we use at concerts and the newspaper reviews we follow often reinforce the perception that you have to know a lot more about the music in order to enjoy it "properly."
In his article, "Resuscitating Art Music," John Steinmetz points out that audiences who grew up on in-your-face rock music can find acoustic music very bland.  If you're used to people dancing in the aisles during concerts, then hearing a string quartet with the audience just sitting there probably doesn't seem like much fun.  Art music (the music that one has to pay attention to, be it Bach, Coltrane, or Shankar) doesn't grab you by the throat the way rock music can.  We ask audiences to pay attention often without giving them any clue as to how to pay attention, or for what specifically.  John Steinmetz writes, "It's not hard to perceive musical details but often listeners need help learning how to aim their ears."  Your comments from the stage can help aim those ears. Talking to Art music audiences is an important part of building and maintaining audiences.
What to talk about
Of course you will need to introduce yourself and your fellow performers (especially if someone does not do this for you).  Your audience is curious about you as people.  Many musicians who regularly present "informances" recommend being introduced and then coming out on stage and immediately playing. Your first talk to the audience can happen after the first piece.
As for the substance of your talk:  can you remember being introduced to a new musical genre in a live performance?  The first live jazz you heard, the first chamber music, or the first opera?  Do you remember what you were curious about?  This may help you relate to what your audience experiences.
Remember that the purpose of your remarks is to help the audience connect with the music.  You are helping to make a bridge between the listener and the composer's intentions.  Think about what fascinates you about the work, what drew you to the work initially.  Consider what specifically you love about the piece and consider what your audience might find interesting.  Think of what features may stand out for the audience.  Stick to experiential issues, how the music is perceived ( through listening, as opposed to through theory or explanation).  Remember this is not a music theory or history class. Your remarks are not about teaching facts, they should be tools to aid in listening.  Strike a balance:  don't use jargon or technical terms, and don't be too simplistic.  Do assume there will be a range of expertise in the audience, from people new to the music, to people who are musically very sophisticated.
What you say to audiences depends on who they are and what kind of concert presentation it is.
Consider the differences between the:
· mid-morning concert for 60 primary school students, grades 6 and 7, in a school auditorium
· lunchtime concert at a hospital for staff, doctors, ambulatory patients
· formal evening recital at a community music school; audience members include your students, their parents, your friends, and the general public.
Think how different both your remarks and your programming need to be for these three audiences.  How long you talk between pieces depends on who your audience is and what's appropriate for the venue.  It is safe to plan on introducing each work with a minute of remarks. 
Go back to what makes the listening experience enjoyable.  One of the chief musical pleasures is recognizing familiar material ( think how you feel when you hear a favourite song on the radio).  In introducing new work to the audience it can be very helpful to play "previews" of some of the themes during your remarks so that when the piece is performed, the audience will be able to recognize a theme as an "old" friend.
Your remarks need to be more than just sporadic, disconnected "points of interest" about the works.  You probably want to make 1-3 comments about a piece in its introduction and these comments should be related in some way, like falling under the broad heading of: why this work is fascinating to me.  After all, who needs the actual dates of when the work was composed - does that really help us to hear it better?
Worth talking about
Specifically about the music:
* The organization of the piece, demonstrate contrasting sections, describing how the form works:  ABA, minuet and trio, blues form, or theme and variation (explain and demonstrate.)
* The idea of tension and release, elements of surprise, expectation, delayed gratification (explain and demonstrate.)
* Specific interesting features of the piece:  melody, harmony, rhythm (explain and demonstrate.)
* Demonstrate foreground / background. This is not obvious to most audiences. Direct their listening for who has the melody and who has the accompaniment.
* Special effects:  vibrato, spiccato, tremolo, pizzicato, mutes, flutter tongue technique, etc.  (Explain and demonstrate.)
* Type/genre:  demonstrate dialogue in chamber music, or jazz improvisation.
* Moods of a work's themes, demonstrate how these are created.
* Explain programmatic issues, non-musical inspirations of works, i.e. Vivaldi Seasons, Schubert Trout Quintet, etc.
Peripheral to the work:
* Put the work in a context: describing the historical/social events of the period in which the piece was composed or relating the work to other arts of the period, i.e. the Impressionists and Debussy.
* The instruments:  pitch range, how sound is produced (explain and demonstrate).
* The composer:  Beethoven and deafness, Schumann and madness, Bach's church position and required compositions, relationship of composers to patrons.
Example
Ben Zander, conductor of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra and successful motivational speaker for Fortune 100 companies, is a master at talking from the stage.  His verbal introductions always include a task or challenge for the audience.  He asks them to listen carefully for something in the piece and he sets it up so that however musically sophisticated you may be, you want to play along. 
In introducing the Britten Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra at a concert in Boston, Zander first charmed the audience explaining that the piece is actually quite sophisticated, calling it a "Smart" person's guide to the orchestra.  He explained the format of the piece, the Purcell theme, the fugue, the entrances of each instrument (characterizing how the instrumental qualities are highlighted-some instruments fleet, others majestic, etc.).  He then offered $5 to any young person (under 10) in the audience who notices the entrance of the double basses in the fugue.  Contenders were to nudge their parents when they thought they'd got it.  You can be sure that everyone in the audience was on alert listening for the bass entrance, so that we listened and watched harder what all was going on.  The result? The audience is more engaged, listening actively, having more fun, and getting more out of the concert.
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