NACUSA Meeting Saturday November 11, 2003 at 10:00 AM 

This meeting was called to hear Guest Speaker Barbara Day Turner, Conductor and Music Director of the San Jose Chamber Orchestra, talk to us about ways to develop our organization. 

Attending: Anne Baldwin (Treasurer), Nancy Bloomer Deussen, Ilya Dimov, Joanne Carey (Secretary), Sondra Clark, Herb Gellis, Lorie Griswold, Brian Holmes, Owen Lee (President), Ken Takara, Dale Victorine.

Barbara began her talk with a description of the history of the orchestra, which was founded in 1990. Its inception was an outgrowth of the San Jose Opera Orchestra, which she conducted for 18 years.  A guiding principle of all her concerts from the very beginning was to perform at least one piece by a living composer on every concert.  In it’s lifetime, the San Jose Chamber Orchestra has premiered 50 pieces and commissioned 32. 

Regarding the administration of the orchestra, she described a good relation with her board, with clearly defined tasks; however, the board is not allowed to dictate musical choices. 

Barbara told us that all her concerts are program driven; each is organized around a theme of some kind and there is always an “anchor piece” that is the main attraction. Thematic programs of the current season include: 

1. Pieces written in homage to Mozart.

2. A Lou Harrison concert, with a piece written by a former student.

3. A concert of “little pieces” at Villa Montalvo, which is a good space for smaller ensembles. 

She feels very strongly that new pieces need the right setting and great, or at least accurate, performances, in order to be understood and appreciated. Even great music can seem trivial if it is performed sloppily or inaccurately. 

She is currently trying to get funding to provide reading sessions for new music. 

She has recently started doing pre-concert chats, which were recommended by the board. Initially, she viewed this as an unpleasant obligation, but when lots of people showed up, it seemed worthwhile. 

Her programs are planned and set about a year in advance, with a commission schedule and back-up pieces in case of unexpected delays in finishing a piece, or other surprises (illnesses, accidents, etc.) When she finds a composer that she likes, she often asks them for more pieces. 

Time in rehearsals has to be used efficiently. The cost of each rehearsal is $3,500; this gives each player $110 per 2 1/2 hour rehearsal. She will allow composers to attend the last rehearsal of their piece, but they cannot interrupt; they must tell Barbara later, after the rehearsal is over, what they would like changed. 

Owen asked does the board do?  

B.D.T. answered that they are in charge of the funds; they review expenses, do a budget every year and plan an annual fundraising event. The orchestra’s annual budget is $185,000 a year.  Three-fourths of that goes “to product” - to the players, composers and guest artists. Liability insurance and licensing fees take up a good part of the other one-fourth. Their sources of income are roughly divided thus: 1/3 from tickets, 1/3 from grants and 1/3 from individual donations.

She has an Office Manager who works 10 hours a week and collaborates with Barbara on writing grants. One of these grants snared Vivien Fine for a residency.  She warned that some grants cost too much to implement. If they don’t cover everything for a project, then you can’t afford to accept it.  In general, Barbara says that she works 20 hours a week; 10 hours devoted to musical tasks and 10 hours of administrative work. Taxes also take a lot of time to prepare. 

Nancy asked her how she acquired her administrative skills. She said she learned it all during her 18 years with the San Jose Opera.   

Getting a reviewer to come

Barbara explained to us that the reviewers usually don’t have a choice about what they will review. They must follow a certain policy or protocol.  Generally, they are given a finite amount of space each weekend.  During the week, they pitch options to the editor, who chooses which one(s) to review. 

Her strategy is to develop a relationship with the local reviewers.  She talks to them at least once a week, either on the phone or through e-mail. She responds to any of their requests right away.

Barbara advised us to start with our local paper; they love pictures, only good quality JPEGS and not head shots. We should welcome any publicity, whether an advance article or a review and go along with whatever angle captures the fancy of the reviewer. She also suggested reading lots of newspapers, including the New York Times, to get an idea of what is interesting to read about concerts. Promote each concert by focusing on a piece that has something unusual about it. 

Another idea would be to get a Palo Alto reporter to do a profile of each of our composers. 

Announcements and listings should always be followed up by a phone call to make sure they were received.  

Owen asked how we could improve our image. Barbara suggested assigning certain tasks to one person; for example have a Public Relations Director, not a publicity committee. This person would be responsible for making the necessary connections with the media on a person-to-person basis. 

Successful Concerts

The length of concerts shouldn’t exceed 90 minutes. Nancy asked about the length of pieces; Barbara responded that the “anchor piece” was typically 15- 40 minutes long. If a piece is going to be very long, let people know in advance. Give the audience an opportunity to tell you what they think about the music you are presenting and respect the tastes of players. 

When Nancy asked if she has composers speak to the audience about their music, Barbara answered emphatically “no”, they are not usually articulate and often regret their own attempts to explain their music. She added, “no one cares about the structure of your piece”. 

Owen asked about the selection of pieces.

Barbara wanted to know our selection criteria and what the “mission” of NACUSA was. Basically our criteria are on the practical side; can the piece be learned in two rehearsals and does it fit with the rest of the program?

Barbara responded that two rehearsals are not enough; it is barely a reading. She suggested presenting fewer pieces, but having them better rehearsed. Or, select one piece to showcase, and provide more rehearsal time for that one. 


Barbara asked about our annual budget. When Anne said that we didn’t really have one, Barbara informed us that in order to get grants we would need to show an annual budget. Anne gave her a general picture of our finances: concerts costs $1000-$1500; last concert we got $900 at the door.  The rest we make up by fundraising. Barbara advised charging more and possibly raising dues.   

Audience building/better performances

Herb asked how we get an audience outside of our personal friends. Barbara responded that friends are fine, but make sure to invite all the friends of all the composers, each time.  For this, e-mail is cheapest and very successful these days. Time for e-mail is best two weeks before the concert. 

Barbara insisted, however, that we need to have a reputation for first-rate performances and advised that we be firmer about the quality of performance that we will accept. We need to have well articulated interactions between the composers and the performing group to avoid problems with rehearsals. 

At this point we discussed ways of increasing rehearsal time.  Owen recommended that our contract include a reading session four months in advance; Brian thought twelve months would be better. Barbara suggested that we be flexible but honest about our expectations related to what we are able to pay. If a piece is not ready, don’t put it on the program. Owen emphasized the need to plan earlier, get the music earlier and have early reading sessions. Even one more rehearsal would make a big difference. Barbara says that she does 4 rehearsals for one hour of music.

Barbara suggested also that we cultivate performers that we like and use groups again who have performed well for us in the past. Even a dedicated amateur group might be better than a professional group that doesn’t care. One example here might be the Palo Alto Chamber Orchestra, now directed by Ben Simon. This group would probably love to be on one of our programs. 

Another way to bolster the quality of our performances would be to have a music coordinator for each program. We should have a reception for our performers or organize a lunch or other friendly venue to let them know that we appreciate them and their hard work.  This way we might get them to work for less.  As an aside, Barbara said that no one in NACUSA has asked her to play his or her harpsichord piece yet. 

Owen announced that we would forthwith have 4 rehearsals and a dress rehearsal and have the score calls earlier.  According to Owen, CPE said they’d love to do readings early. Barbara suggested making the reading sessions very informal, offering food and wine and letting them explore the music in their own way. We should not neglect communication after the performance too.  Find out from the performers what they thought the pieces that they played – allow them to talk openly about their responses. 

Since we have no ensemble yet for next Fall, Owen suggested using Mark Alburger’s San Francisco Composers’ Orchestra for the Fall concert. They charge $2000 per performance. Anne felt it was too expensive. 

Herb said we could do another silent auction; the last one made $200.  Barbara said that the biggest sellers are tickets to events and wine. If we do a fundraising event such as a silent auction, we need to provide light and jazzy music and make it fun. Some groups might do a benefit for free. Barbara said that they had theirs at a winery; make sure to have plenty of room to walk around and not enough chairs for everyone to sit; and offer free wine.  

Owen motioned that we use the SFComposers Orchestra for the Fall concert.  All voted in favor of the motion except for Anne. 

Owen mentioned a National Issue: we need to get a Certificate of Insurance, which will cost us $140. Anne said she would pay it in February 2004.

Herb asked for volunteers to represent NACUSA at upcoming SVAC events.  Several members offered their music and their performing skills so NACUSA can be represented.

Meeting closed 1:00. 

Respectfully Submitted,

Joanne D. Carey

Secretary of NACUSA

