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I've been writing about music for 

years, but I had to stop and think when 

I was asked recently: Why do we need 

arts journalism? The question might have 

surprised me less if it hadn't come from 

a career music critic ina room full of 

arts writers. Yet it was worth asking: Why 

do we need reporters and critics when we 

can just go out and enjoy a performance? 

In the words of Rocco Landesman, chair

man of the National Endowment for the 

Arts: "Informed voices, in whatever me

dia venue they reside, are critical to the 

health and vi brancy of the arts." Those 

informed voices tell us what's important 

in the arts world and why it matters. 

I n October, I attended the N EA Arts 

Journalism Institute in Classical Music 

and Opera. Those 10 blissful days in 

New York City were filled with talks, 

workshops, discussions, backstage tours, 

and performances. The sheer quantity 

of information we took in was astound

ing. We met with performers, composers, 

writers, academics, and administrators; 

wrote three pieces that we critiqued with 

leading music journalists; and attended 

concerts, ballet, or opera performances 

almost every day. 

And we talked shop. At every break, 

we'd discuss what we'd just heard, shar

ing opinions and experiences. As a group 

of colleagues we were able to share the 

thoughts we usually explore alone, and 

our conversations gave us perspective 

and helped shape our ideas. 

We were writers and editors from all cor

ners oHhe country, including many smaller 

cities (like New Haven) such as Knoxville, 

Fairbanks, Des Moines, and Burlington. 

Some, like me, were musicians-turned

journalists; others were trained journalists 

who took on the arts, or pop, dance, the

ater, and art writers expanding into music. 

We worked in print, radio, and web media, 

full-time and as freelancers. 

I came to the Institute from different 

sides of journalism. At the Yale School of 

Music, I write press releases and promote 

concerts, as well as participate in admin

istrative planning. As a freelance writer, I 

follow what other organizations are doing 

and write articles or reviews or blog posts. 

At the heart of all these roles is a deep 

concern for the state of classical music 

and the arts more broadly. And all of 

these were central topics at the Institute. 

A concert review isn't just about how 

the musicians played. We were encour

aged to ask bigger questions: What is the 

role of the critic in the cultural world? 

On whose behalf are we writing, and how 

do we write for a widely diverse audi

ence? What issues of cultural policy or 

institutional health are at play? What are 

concerts even for? 

"Culture has been redefined around 

us," said James Oestreich of The New 

York Times. We all know of artists and 

arts organizations that are struggling. 

Last year, Connecticut Opera was one of 

three American opera companies to shut 

its doors. Concurrently, newspapers are 

cutting staff and coverage. Online media 

outlets are still seeking sustainable busi

ness models. 

The late American composer John Cage 

once spoke of wanting critics to act as in

troducers. With arts education continually 

receding, this role is ever more important. 

Readers may not be familiar with a partic

ular composer or performing ensemble, or 

even a particular genre. Canada's National 

Arts Centre in Ottawa has a new market

ing campaign: "I tried Vivaldi and I loved 

it," "I tried Brahms and I want more," 

and so on. It's never too late to introduce 

people to classical music and encourage 

them to give it a chance. In turn, we

whether journalists, arts organizations, or 

enthusiasts - are giving the field a chance 

to be more relevant. 

In my writing, I want to advocate for 

the arts. It can be uncomfortable to 

criticize where I wish I could praise. But 

the Institute showed me that being an 

advocate doesn't mean being a blind 

cheerleader. Both praise and criticism 

can be constructive. Furthermore, we 

need to ask questions. Those who want 

answers are engaged. There are infinite 

answers to the questions facing us right 

now, and we don't yet know which ones 

will prove to be right. But we need to 

keep thinking, asking, and talking. At 

the Arts Journalism Institute, I learned 

more than I would have thought possible. 

I took in so much music and so many 

ideas. Yet what will stay with me longest, 

I think, is the series of questions that we 

asked ourselves, and the habit of asking 

ever-bigger questions. Art does not hap

pen in a vacuum, and we are all part of 

its atmosphere. 

Dana Astmann is the assistant director 

of concerts and media at the Yale School 

of Music. This is her opinion. 


