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Club Inégales, Curation, and Processes of Public Musicology

Helen Julia Minors

There are many issues to consider when curating a themed concert series, from design and
programming, to engaging participants, including artists and audiences.! When curating a
series of events that are tailored specifically to facilitate and critique the place of women’s
voices (in the broadest sense of the word) in the music industries, there are further concerns,
not least tackling the multiple stereotypes and barriers that regularly and systemically impede
women in these industries. This chapter offers a cultural and contextual overview of a series
of events | curated at London’s Club Inégales in 2019. It offers applied definitions of public
engagement, accessibility, and public musicology in the context of curating such events, with
a specific focus on artist-audience interaction through pre-concert panel discussions and artist
question-and-answer sessions. The chapter then outlines the nature of the events and their
aims, before reflecting on their creation and reception. Beyond chronicling the processes of
creating such a series, it also comments on the connections, real and latent, between
contemporary music-making and musicology.

To assess the role of public musicology, which is one domain in which musicology is applied
in a live and immediate manner with audiences, it is necessary to offer specific examples of
musicologists and artistic researchers engaging with live events, performances, and their
curation. My aim in creating the events examined by this chapter, and in writing the chapter
itself, is to develop new ways of fostering inclusive and diverse creative communities. The
chapter therefore asks—of myself and my collaborators, and of the events themselves—
several questions about the processes and activities that took place. For example, how did
Club Inégales embrace approaches from musicology in an applied and creative manner? And
to what extent was the role of a public musicologist central to “Women’s Voices” (the title
given to four of the six events)?

Public-orientated activity comes with a practical and moral imperative to assess how
genuinely, and impactfully, it facilitates audience-participant engagement, accessibility, and
inclusive design.? Our own activity was therefore an important and timely opportunity to
collaborate with Peter Wiegold (Musical Director, Club Inégales) and his colleagues at the
venue, whose agenda has long incorporated a focus on interacting with their audience and
developing a dialogue that exceeds that of the traditional concert hall. As Wiegold notes: the
club has ‘always striven to be a centre of debate and innovation.’® Reflecting on my own role
as co-organiser and co-curator, 1 will examine how curation and public musicology
interrelate, drawing on comparable projects and scholarship, the project’s planning notes, and
correspondence with the events’ creative collaborators, delegates, and concertgoers.

Women’s Voices and Musical Leadership

Two multifaceted events underpin this chapter. The first is the “International Women in/and
Musical Leadership” conference, hosted in London in March 2019 and co-chaired by Laura
Hamer and myself. Attracting over 150 participants from over 20 countries,* the event was a



response to the music industries’ persistent gender imbalance, which as recently as 2013 saw
conductor Marin Alsop lament from the podium at the “Last Night of the Proms” how “firsts”
for women were still happening, and still needed, even in the twenty-first century. Alsop
noted that evening’s special concert was, and remains, ‘an ultimate showcase for great
artistry... [and that Henry Wood] would see this evening as a natural progression toward
more inclusion in classical music’, given how the diversity of its artists, music, and conductor
had expanded.® She went on: Quite a lot has been made of me being the first woman to
conduct the “Last Night of the Proms”... | am still quite shocked that it can be 2013 and there
can still be firsts for women. Here’s to the second, third, fourth.’

Our conference aimed to ‘redress this [imbalance] by focusing upon the participation of
women in musical leadership... and to promote academic-practitioner dialogue.’® Its bringing
together of “voices” incorporated two public performance events: Wiegold led the house
band, Notes Inégales, for the opening evening, performing works by women graduates of the
Club’s composing Academy.’” The second concert featured The Improvisers’ Choir (TIC), led
by keynote speaker and composer Jenni Roditi.2 As Scott Burnham has persuasively argued:
‘We hear music speak... by allowing it the capacity of its own voice.”® Each event therefore
challenged participants and attendees to scrutinise women’s “voices” and allowed colleagues
to give voice to each other through equitable programming choices; indeed, the conference
was deliberately scheduled for 79 March, coinciding with International Women’s Day (8
March), which aims to ‘celebrat[e] the social, economic, cultural and political achievements
of women... [and] marks a call to action for accelerating women’s equality.’*® Both
performances included a pre-concert panel discussion, featuring Wiegold, composers, and
performers (Fig. 1). The conference also led directly to the publication of the Routledge
Companion to Women and Musical Leadership: The Nineteenth Century and Beyond.?

<Insert Fig. 1>

The second event grew from the conference: “Women’s Voices” at Club Inégales comprised
a series of concerts with informal, interactive pre-concert discussion. Our intentions were to
amplify the voices of composers and performers, in addition to musicologists (who are
traditionally tasked with giving, or transmitting, pre-concert talks), and thereby to also foster
dialogue between artists in an open, accessible space. To help meet these aims, | attended
each final rehearsal, speaking with the artists in order to tailor questions to details of their
practice. Club Inégales was a perfect foil for the project’s ambitions. Founded in 2010, the
club describes itself as neither a jazz club, new music venue, comedy club, nor world music
venue, but promises ‘all of these [activities] do appear, as we search for the best of real new,
spontaneous performance.’*? The club lacks a traditional stage; everyone is on one level,
removing a (literal) barrier between musicians and concertgoers. The front row is also
unusually close to the performance space; most concertgoers sit on sofas and chairs in front
of café-bar tables throughout each event. The “club” itself is, in fact, a network of interrelated
activities, including Notes Inégales (an ensemble which performs score-based music,
improvises, and blends styles from around the world) and Academy Inégales (which arranges
summer schools and courses so young composers can work with Notes Inegales).



The common agenda, then, is to connect with wider and more varied audiences by
showcasing relatable features a concertgoer would recognise from, say, a jazz club, a concert
hall, a club, or even a community-based event. The venue’s events, their interactivity
(between house band, guests, and/or visiting ensembles), and programming decisions
(including performing music by Academy graduates) serve to promote under-represented
voices. Similarly, our own project sought to illuminate and address the music industries’ stark
gender imbalance, which was debated and challenged through discussion and performance.
Precise figures are understandably difficult to calculate, but the overall picture is bleakly
clear: in popular music, women comprise 21.7% of artists, 12.3% of songwriters, and just
2.1% of producers.t® Factors include a perceived lack of role models in popular music, whose
industry is a notoriously closed network.'* In classical music, too, the organisation Donne:
Women in Music, founded and curated by Gabriella Di Laccio, has shown that ‘only 11.45%
of the scheduled concerts worldwide [in 2020/21] included compositions by women. 88.55%
included solely compositions by men.”%®

The solution to this malaise is advocacy and activity, as Jes Skolnik has powerfully argued:

To change culture for the better, [making it] more representative and more
equitable, those of us with the power to curate new canons... must both resist the
tendency of capital to co-opt revolutionary impulses and be as critical of our own
histories and perspectives as we are of others, keeping key contexts intact and
always questioning who we are including and excluding, who we are letting speak
and who we are silencing, by drawing new canons.®

There have been promising signs of recent change in some sectors of the music industry,
albeit progress is stubbornly slow; gender imbalance is a structural problem driven, and
perpetuated, by systemic biases. Large institutions such as London’s Southbank Centre
(Europe’s largest arts centre) and New York’s Lincoln Center have adopted rigorous and
active strategies to uphold equality, diversity, and inclusion (therefore including, but not
limited to, gender).!’ The former takes a five-step approach (listen, reflect, plan, implement,
measure) to ensure a holistic approach top inclusivity and as a way to self-reflect and monitor
their decision-making. The latter interprets access broadly, offering “adapted tours” so
patrons can access support for physical and sensory access, including touched tours (where
audience members are guided to feel and experience the stage set, the costumes and the
props), assistive listening devices, and other sensory supports.8

2021°s BBC Proms was another milestone, including living and recent works by women (e.g.
Ruth Gipps’s Second Symphony, conducted by Mirga Grazinyté-Tyla, alongside 19 other
women composers that season), and actively raising awareness about classical music’s gender
imbalance through broadcast seminars.'® In non-classical music, too, the festival sector is
belatedly responding to grassroots pressure, driven by movements and organisations such as
#bookmorewomen, ReBalance, and the F-List.?° In principle, smaller venues such as Club
Inégales are able to be more agile and responsive to the demands of inclusivity and
accessibility, yet their financial precarity and comparatively lesser reach impede change: pre-
concert talks are easier to arrange when the pool of potential attendees is bigger, or on the
radio where interviews, discussion, and reviews are natural fillers before, after, and during
the intervals of the concerts broadcast (a notable example, again, is the BBC Proms, which
has scheduled and sometimes broadcast occasional pre-concert talks by experts since the
1990s). Nevertheless, such modes of engagement are also important to smaller venues’
efforts to widen accessibility by broadening understanding and, consequently, by making



their audiences feel more welcome. Indeed, a more intimate, interactive audience experience
can be nurtured at smaller venues, hence many amateur groups and local events make more
regular use of informal discussion that engages, say, the soloist or conductor—a practice that
professional ensembles have been traditionally reluctant to emulate.

My own experience with the Aldworth Philharmonic Orchestra is typical: pre-concert
discussions strive to illuminate the thinking behind programming and planning and allow
musicians and audiences to interact. Less ordinarily, a “concert virgin” scheme grants free
entry to anyone who has not attended an orchestral concert before.?! The orchestra’s pre-
concert discussions are therefore particularly helpful in the context of demystifying the
concertgoing experience. A similar approach was taken at Club Inégales, where our panels
comprised a Chair (myself), a guest musician (or musicians), and a musician from the house
band. This design, the deliberate informality of the (two-way) discussion, and the venue’s
layout prompted audiences to think differently: one delegate who attended Jenni Roditi and
The Improvisers’ Choir’s concert recalled how ‘the discussion, before the performance, was
really different—it challenged and shone a new light on what the music was really about.’??
The ‘light” was connected to our aim to modernise classical concert-giving by raising the
challenge of representation, rather than merely summarising the music’s context within the
programme. Club Inégales thus joins other organisations in England—notable others include
The Little Orchestra, The Third Orchestra (discussed later in this chapter), Multi-Story
Orchestra, and the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment—in trying to modernise classical
concert-giving.?®

Public Musicology as Advocacy

If musicology is ‘a process of study, inquiry and reflection’,?* then public musicologists
acting in a concert setting should map, and shepherd, this journey for audiences and artists
alike. Our first performer, Hyelim Kim, remarked that she ‘found the pre-concert discussion
took the whole event to a different context from where we normally place it... [bringing] up
some cautionary keywords [feminism, women leaders, women role models] for creative
practice generally, rather than focussing just on the artistic quality.’? Kim’s reflection
chimed with another of our aims: to publicise and encourage consideration of the creative
journey, thereby shifting emphasis away from a musical (and musicological) culture that
tends to fetishise the finished “product”, towards an informed understanding of the role of
each creative artist and their interconnectedness with contemporary society. The aim to widen
access for women and to increase their opportunities (in more varied roles) are naturally
connected; indeed, this work is ongoing, including co-mentoring to build capacity and
develop confidence, and workshops to share experiences.?®

Musicology, then, is not limited to history: it is an active, applied practice through which to
reflect, advocate, and enact change in the music industries and in society at large. One of
musicology’s benchmarks, Grove Music, describes musicology as having eleven
subdisciplines: historical method, theoretical and analytical musicology, textual scholarship,
archival research, lexicography and terminology, organology and iconography, performance
practice, aesthetics and criticism, socio-musicology, psychology, and gender and sexual
studies.?” Each of these areas relates, or is relatable, to the other, yet their application, which
is central to enacting change in programming, engagement, and other practices across the



music industries, is not defined, much less codified. To strive for accessibility in the context
of music-making can, and must, encompass not only gender, but also disability (neuro,
physical, and sensory), faith, race, sexuality, and so on. This sense of inclusivity extends to
education, outreach, and mentorship, supporting the next generation of thinkers and artists.
As Deborah Rhode has argued, ‘Women need advocates, not simply advisors’.?® For public
engagement to be more than an aspiration, more than something promised in grant
applications, it must interrelate with equality, diversity, and inclusivity strategies. The
audience is an active participant. As Simon Frith put it, ‘“listening” itself is a performance.’?®

Frith’s truism followed in the footsteps of Christopher Small, whose concept of “musicking”
has proved so influential in socio-musicology.*® One of Small’s feats was to critique the
collective “doing” of music: that everyone—performer, concertgoer, ticket-seller, porter—
plays their part in making the musical event happen.3! Arguments about musical meaning can
also be recast by thinking inclusively, that is, by diversifying repertoire and engaging with a
wider range of voices in the discipline. We might, for example, heed the advice of Lawrence
Kramer, who emphasises music’s multimodal reality:

[The] role of music in this more-than-language game is such as to change the very
notion of music. Instead of forming a soundtrack that supports or distracts us from
the clarity of image or utterance, music becomes the embodied form of that
semantic energy or spirit which images and utterances channel into intelligibility,
which they temporarily localize and concretize and into which they release
themselves to be carried onward, backward, and away from post to post. Music
means by interpreting this flow so that something, in passing, stands out.*2

It follows that to expand musical canons is to include a wider variety of people while
cultivating links between the practice of musicology, music-making, and, ultimately,
judgements about whether musical events achieve inclusivity. At present, canons are
constructed by those who select repertoire for performances, recordings, and publication, yet
this process, even today, rarely strives to be inclusive. If canons—rooted by definition in
decisions taken in the past—are to develop and modernise inclusively, then musicologists
must adapt institutional structures. Inclusivity does not need to be seen as antithetical to
quality, and nor, musicologically, should the ‘gap between music as event and as object... be

severe.”3

Such arguments directly informed the planning and content of “Women’s Voices”. Pre-
concert discussions introduced relevant issues to educate (i.e. about their existence) and to
prompt reflection, while establishing links to the music itself, e.g. “Why are these works
significant in themselves, and to the aim to advocate for more equal representation of women
in live performance?”, “how have prior experiences affected the careers of these artists?”, and
“why do women who have “made it” not see themselves as successful?” In this way, these
ostensibly musical questions looked to emphasise the relevance of their issues to everyday
contexts and experiences. Although the reach and cultural capital of musical events such as
“Women’s Voices” tend to be proportional to their size, all such events have the power to
challenge and influence musical practice from the perspective of musicians and concertgoers
alike. Because the impact of grassroots events, and of those which seek out collaboration, are
particularly potent,®* we decided to feature members of women’s collectives during the first
two events, including Sounding the Feminists (STF, f. 2017), another organisation that
addresses representation in the concert hall.*® Their feedback was invaluable, as it instilled an
ethos we could emulate, namely that all art should be made available and accepted whether or



not it is accompanied by an explicitly advocative agenda—rather than art by
underrepresented groups being interpreted through an exclusively advocative lens.

To similar ends, during each discussion | repeated to the panel member from Club Inégales
similarly-worded questions, e.g. “how have you selected your programme?”” and “what
informed your decision-making process?”, in order to inform audiences about the events’
diversifying agenda. At the fifth event, I cited Lydia Goehr’s belief that ‘subservience to
composers and their works has generated pressures both political and aesthetic.” Her
argument, that a blind acceptance of the “master” composers limits our access to more
diverse music, set a musicological context not only for our discussion, but also the
performances. The audience’s reactions to this statement were striking, sparking questions
about the difficulties programmers and curators face when sourcing and rehearsing music by
underrepresented voices. On one occasion, the statement also prompted more informal
discussions during the interval about how the classical music canon has been “exported” (to
quote one concertgoer) around the world almost as a pre-packaged set of works, i.e. a fully-
formed, if limited, canon.

Another participant called for more “open door”, free concerts, while another noted that
canons can be re-enforced by “manuals”, radio shows and events that highlight, for example,
the “Top 100” or “Top 300” pieces of classical music (probably a reference to Classic FM’s
longstanding annual “Hall of Fame”). Discussion also cited how the “pressures” of funding
can become perpetual (a common fatalistic trope in discussion about classical music), but that
such concerns were not only political, but also related to audiences themselves, i.e. consumer
demand. At the same time, it was also suggested that experiments in concert-design and
location could yield greater engagement for both non-traditional and traditional
concertgoers—a proposal explored elsewhere in this volume.®” More generally, there was
consistent feedback, both verbally and by email, that advocation and activism through non-
traditional concert programming could help alleviate the pressures Goehr cited and also foster
inclusivity.

None of the events employed traditional programme notes: credits for the entire series were
made available online. We wanted to discourage individuals from reading long programme
notes in isolation, a medium that, as Goehr also argued, ‘came to be designed to help an
audience adopt a suitable aesthetic attitude.’*® In guiding audiences, programme notes also
impede representative concerns by promoting a single, authoritative voice.*® There are two
specific problems here: how this ‘voice’ is recruited; and a difficulty, inherent to the medium,
not to “decree” a singular aesthetic perspective. Our aim, instead, was to generate
conversations that empowered audiences and artists alike to formulate their own ways of
thinking, while challenging the status quo. Audiences in this context were able to give verbal
and written feedback, to interject with questions, and even to speak directly with the artists
and performers during the interval. Hearing from individual concertgoers, and not only those
on or from the stage, created (to adapt Kramer) a malleable narrative in which meaning was
co-constructed. As Wiegold noted in his review of these discussions, they ‘were carefully
shaped to provide insight into women in a wide variety of roles, as a performer, reading or
improvising, a composer and ensemble director. The participants revealed myriad ways of
negotiating contemporary “cross-overs” both musical and social.”*°

Our recruitment of Kim and Roditi for the first two performances (those events linked to the
conference, which we anticipated would attract the largest and most diverse audiences) was



strategic: Kim has wide experience of performing her Korean flute with contemporary dance
and in a cross-genre, improvisatory context; as a composer and improviser, Roditi has
worked with many vocal ensembles and has developed a unique approach to vocal tai-chi.**
Their shared interests and advocacy—for greater intercultural understanding and for fairer
gender representation in musical practice, blurring the boundaries of composition,
improvisation, and performance—informed and inspired the two days’ events. Through talks
and roundtable discussions, many women told their stories, highlighting, for example, the
importance of mentorship, creative networks, and support for women with caring
responsibilities. Through workshops, both artists shared their own approaches to cross-
cultural programming and to ensemble leadership.

To plan the subsequent events at Club Inégales, | met with Wiegold to discuss the benefit to
the club of presenting them and what changes might be made (in light of how the conference
had unfolded) to maximise their impact. The synergies between the venue’s ethos and ours
were immediately apparent. Indeed, Wiegold was plotting to pursue very similar aims by
launching The Third Orchestra (f. 2019), which also strives to diversify musical practice by
bringing together musicians from different cultures and genres.*? The aim of the collaboration
to attract and engage distinct audiences, i.e. academics, Club Inégales regulars, musicians,
and followers of the ensembles that participated, was duly agreed, sealing our decision to
embrace the interrelationship of performance, public engagement, and socio-musicological
advocacy.

Final Reflections

Understandably rare among most musical events, this blended approach allowed us to
achieve one further aim: to oversee events that accord with Jochen Eisentraut’s three levels of
accessibility, developed in the context of how people engage with music, namely ‘physical
contact’ (e.g. a somatic experience of the musical event), ‘personal reception’, and
‘participation’.*® Each of these types of engagement was experienced by audiences and artists
alike during “Women’s Voices”, in particular. One review, co-authored by three attendees,
praised how The Improvisers’ Choir, for example, ‘poignantly reaffirm[ed] the power of the
individual voice, and the difference it can make as part of a collective.”** It did so,
specifically, through a novel “guided” approach, whereby Roditi signed through hand
gestures prescribed information to the singer,* such that each member of the choir was
prized, had independence, and could effectively be a soloist, rather than being obliged to
“blend in” with fellow choir members (as a choir would typically require).

Similarly, the idea of the collective was a deliberate performative feature in the third sections
of all six events, which saw the house band and the guest soloist/ensemble perform together,
exchanging musical ideas and shaping a distinct, collective musical voice. The core motivic
ideas were provided (e.g. Wiegold introduced some melodic licks as a basis for
improvisation), but their development, orchestration, and adaptation were all improvised,
with Wiegold leading from the front, using his own coded hand gestures to sign to the group
to adapt, take a solo, or to develop the ensemble.*® “Conversations” were therefore both
musical and verbal, with the latter encompassing not only dialogue with concertgoers, but
also the reflections we invited from participating artists. Kim, for example, was moved by her
event to draw a line between her identity and her musical practice:



One of the themes [our event] dealt with was equality and diversity in relation to
women’s voices... My particular position, as ‘East Asian’, ‘female’, and a ‘Korean
traditional flute player’, made me constantly conscious of the hegemonies in the
music industries, therefore I deal with the issue of women’s rights as an equality
issue, for those people who are disadvantaged due to power imbalance.*’

This perspective highlighted for us the significance of the closeness of personal and musical
identities, and of how different individualities intersect, i.e. our primary focus on gender
unavoidably implicated nationality and race.*®

Roditi’s reflections, meanwhile, concentrated on how public engagement shaped her voice as
a composer. She remembered how the ‘pre-concert talk... allowed the audience to meet the
artists involved, as people, prior to meeting us as musicians, similarly to the activities of the
Multi-Story Orchestra, who also interact with their audience prior to the performance.’*° This
additional insight had two main benefits: to foster dialogue with concertgoers (and her fellow
artists, whose creative responses are inseperable from her own work); and to position Roditi,
as the event intended, as an authoritative female voice working in a specialised field:

It was a chance to talk about my working methods and explain a little of why, as a
composer, | have gone towards conduction. | am the only woman composer that |
am aware of who is leading a conduction ensemble in public performances. It was
important for the audience to see me explaining why I had chosen to do that. | am
effectively acting as female role model in this niche field, which can only be a
good thing!°

Sadly, the pandemic paused the next stage of our work; nevertheless, the events served their
immediate purpose, shedding light on and giving a platform to women in a variety of artistic
roles: performers, improvisers, composers, ensemble directors, and, of course, musicologists.
As one delegate remarked: ‘This is what it’s about! Experimenting in a safe public safe,
sharing the processes as much as the product.’>

What next steps might be taken to develop our approach? Does a union of performance,
public engagement, and socio-musicological advocacy have a long-term future? One step |
have taken more recently, working with fellow musicologists and practitioners, was to start
conversations about what equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) really mean (or should
mean) for our field—firstly through two closed workshops (2019, following meetings with
Music HE colleagues (the UK’s higher education subject association), the Royal Musical
Association, and the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music), then through a 2020
conference. These events were a launchpad for a new nationwide EDI Music Studies
Network (which I co-chair with Laudan Nooshin), intended to examine and help address the
discipline’s EDI-centred barriers, including in relation to race, faith, gender, sexuality,
ableism, and neurodiversity.? It does so because now, in the 2020s, there is an urgent need,
driven by societal concerns, music’s precarious infrastructure, and a post-pandemic recovery
we nervously await (at the time of writing) to reconsider how musical practices are designed
and enacted.

For now, it is clear that curation begets choices: about aesthetics; about the extent to which
enjoyment, understanding, and engagement are nurtured; and about advocacy, including
whether (or how) to break down musical and socio-political barriers in a meaningful rather
than cosmetic way. How to (re-)engage audiences will surely be a dominant theme as we



emerge from the pandemic. Through its openness to a type of public musicology that
embraced and centred audience engagement, reflections on and about performance, and
social issues, Club Inégales shows the important role venues can play in supporting critical
engagement and inclusive programming. In this context, to “curate” was to bridge industry-
centred and scholarly concerns, calling out the inequities inherent in musical practice, while
also giving voice, literally, to more equal gender representation.
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